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Part	I	
	
1 Introduction	
 
This	project	attempts	to	illustrate	a	two-sided	narrative	of	the	community	gardening	movement	in	
the	Lower	East	Side,	New	York.	Our	own	intellectual	journey	in	reaching	this	goal	in	many	ways	
mimicked	the	evolution	of	the	literature	as	a	whole.	Perhaps	we	went	through	similar	processes	in	
investigating	this	diverse	phenomenon	as	other	scholars.	We	set	out	optimistic	and	idealistic	
about	the	potential	of	community	gardens	in	solving	a	host	of	social,	economic	and	environmental	
problems.	Potential	negative	aspects	did	not	weigh	heavily	on	our	mind,	if	at	all.	It	was	only	later	
we	discovered	the	many	internal	contradictions	of	urban	community	gardens:	organisations	of	
exclusivity,	a	discharge	for	social	frustration,	their	possible	subjugation	to	neoliberal	capitalism	
and	indeed	the	potential	for	them	to	contribute	to	gentrification	by	increasing	the	rent	gap	in	land	
prices.	 
 
Our	opinion	of	urban	community	garden	promptly	veered	to	the	other	end	of	the	spectrum.	We	
became	very	critical.	An	earlier	incarnation	of	the	project	had	as	its	overriding	narrative	that	urban	
community	gardens	were	a	form	of	Marxist	’false	consciousness’	allowing	frustrated	but	
ultimately	misguided	citizens	to	distract	themselves	from	their	dystopian	reality	by	busying	
themselves	with	vegetable	growing.	Thus	letting	feel	as	if	they	were	making	enough	of	a	
difference,	conveniently	for	the	powers	that	be.	How	does	one	change	such	grand	overarching	
structures	as	the	capitalist	economy	when	it	seems	that	every	attempt	to	do	so	either	gets	
crushed	or	subsumed	by	its	logic?	Fortunately,	we	are	not	the	only	ones	to	have	despaired	so,	and	
thankfully	we	can	stand	on	the	shoulders	of	others	in	our	search	for	a	way	out	of	this	dichotomy.	
Perhaps	it	is	possible	for	something	to	be	both	radical	and	reactionary	at	the	same	time,	
contributing	to	the	transformation	of	capitalism	all	along? 
 
Urban	community	gardens	are	often	celebrated	for	nurturing	local	economies	by	supporting	
farming	and	food	networks	(Feenstra	1997),	producing	organic	and	environmentally	sustainable	
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fresh	vegetables	(Armstrong	2000),	and	creating	food	security	(Altieri	et	al	1999).	Additionally,	
studies	document	numerous	health	benefits	for	gardeners	(Ulrich	1999).	They	reportedly	also	
empower	communities	(Armstrong	2000;	Slater	2001).	They	are	also	used	in	schools	as	an	
educational	tool	(Blair	2009	and	2010;	Ozer	2006),	and	in	prisons	and	psychiatric	wards	(Brown	
and	Jameton	2000).	Urban	community	gardens	are	glorified	by	many	as	a	countermovement	
against	the	neoliberal	capitalism,	consumerism	and	globalisation	(Tucker	2014). 
 
Urban	gardening	has	ancient	roots.	It	was	practised	through	the	ages	in	cities	such	as	Alexandria	
and	Machu	Picchu	to	secure	the	access	to	fresh	food.	However,	it	is	largely	after	the	1970s	that	it	
has	evolved	into	a	recognisable	social	movement	aiming	to	address	modern	social	problems.	To	
this	end,	it	is	important	to	distinguish	between	different	types	of	urban	community	gardens.	Not	
all	of	them	have	the	same	history,	background,	purpose	and	participants.	They	vary	from	them	
being	necessary	to	achieve	food	security	to	a	tool	of	self-expression	(Schmelzkopf	1995). 
 
However	even	though	community	gardens	are	celebrated,	they	do	have	potential	negative	
aspects.	For	urban	community	gardens	founded	in	poor	areas,	with	the	intention	of	making	them	
more	enjoyable	and	safe,	the	gardens	might	unintentionally	contribute	to	the	gentrification	of	the	
area.	The	gardens	could	increase	adjacent	property	values	and	the	rents	landlords	command	from	
them.	(Lees	et	al	2008;	McClintock	2014)	Consequently,	this	could	displace	the	poorest	inhabitants	
who	can	no	longer	afford	to	live	in	the	area	creating	spaces	of	exclusion. 
 
This	result	does	not	go	uncontested.	Community	gardens	are	also	spaces	of	social	resistance	to	
gentrification.	They	do	this	by	strengthening	communities	and	fostering	civic	engagement.	The	
gardens	are	places	to	organise	and	experiment	with	alternative	often	radical	socio-economic	
relations.	These	community	structures	are	better	able	to	resist	gentrification	and	other	forms	of	
marginalisation.	The	community	gardens	are	proximate	battlegrounds	for	a	diverse	range	of	issues	
from	social	injustice	to	the	moral	if	not	legal	right	to	space	(McClintock	2014;	Staeheli	et	al	2002). 
 
Our	project	focuses	on	the	relationship	between	community	gardening	and	gentrification	in	the	
Lower	East	Side	of	New	York	City.	We	want	to	see	whether	the	gardens	contributed	to	the	
creation	of	social	and	economic	conditions	conducive	to	gentrification	or	if	they	were	able	to	resist	
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gentrification	by	strengthening	the	communities	they	are	embedded	in.	Are	they	sites	of	radical	
resistance	to	capital	or	do	they	unwittingly	facilitate	the	reproduction	of	neoliberal	capitalism,	and	
what	does	this	mean	for	the	movement	as	a	whole?	We	picked	the	Lower	East	Side	because	of	its	
numerous	urban	community	gardens	and	its	lively	history	of	political	resistance	to	gentrification	
(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	The	Lower	East	Side	is	located	close	to	Wall	Street	and	the	financial	district	of	
New	York,	therefore,	it	has	for	a	long	time	been	under	pressure	to	gentrify	by	real	estate	
companies	who	wish	to	redevelop	the	district	into	middle	and	upper-class	apartments	(Martinez	
2010).		
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1.1 Problem	Area	
	
The	big	picture	of	our	project	is	investigating	the	interaction	between	non-capitalist	and	capitalist	
structures.	How	does	this	interaction	impact	both	structures?	Is	all	social	progress	subverted	and	
made	to	serve	neoliberal	market	logic	or	is	it	possible	to	create	truly	alternative	social	and	
economic	relations?	Are	these	alternative	relations	able	to	resist	the	expansion	of	capital	or	will	
they	as	an	eventuality	become	normalised?	Through	this	problematisation,	we	look	at	the	
interaction	of	community	gardening	as	an	attempt	to	craft	alternative	structures	and	
gentrification	as	an	expansion	of	capital	accumulation	occurred	in	the	Lower	East	Side	and	what	
effect	this	interaction	had	on	both	developments. 
 
The	community	gardening	movement	has	had	its	most	radical	fringes	as	an	assortment	of	groups	
that	have	risen	up	in	protest	at	social	inequality.	To	this	end,	many	of	the	alternative	food	
networks	(AFN)	that	community	gardens	associate	with	are	concerned	with	food	and	social	justice.	
Often	these	groups	arise	in	response	the	rollback	of	social	security	and	seek	to	provide	for	
themselves	and	their	community	what	the	state	and	society	at	large	have	failed	to	do.	These	acts	
of	community	self-reliance	often	instil	these	communities	with	the	means,	will,	and	experience	to	
resist	the	incursion	of	gentrification,	for	instance,	into	their	space.	Many	urban	community	
gardeners	are	acutely	aware	of	the	problems	of	our	industrial	food	production	system,	and	the	
broader	capitalist	economy	it	is	situated	within.	Their	activism	is	a	form	of	social	protest	against	
these	systemic	problems	and	a	practical	attempt	to	create	alternative	systems,	perhaps	eventually	
to	replace	them.	However,	their	efforts	to	do	so	may	be	contributing	to	the	reproduction	of	the	
very	systems	they	operate	against	(McClintock	2014). 
 
A	growing	body	of	critical	literature	has	picked	up	on	the	adverse	effects	of	community	gardens,	
namely	their	correlation	to	and	possible	causation	of	cultural	and	economic	gentrification	(N.	
Smith	2002).	New	terminology	like	‘ecological	gentrification’	(Dooling	2009,	621)	refers	to	this	
phenomenon;	the	gentrification	of	areas	by	the	creation	of	community	gardens,	parks	and	green	
spaces.	Gentrification	scholars	of	both	consumption	and	production	schools	have	argued	that	
community	gardens	cause	a	demographic	shift	by	attracting	certain	groups	backed	with	the	
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money	to	purchase	proximate	living	to	these	community	gardens.	Our	project	seeks	to	examine	
this	problem	of	ecological	gentrification	using	Neil	Smith's	rent	gap	model.	We	wish	to	see	
whether	the	creation	of	community	gardens	can	have	the	effect	of	increasing	surrounding	land	
values	and	thus	incentivising	gentrification,	ultimately	contributing	to	social	injustice	by	pushing	
out	the	poorest	from	these	communities	(McClintock	2014). 
 
We	hope	our	case	study	of	the	Lower	East	Side	can	give	us	insight	into	what	role	community	
gardens	play	in	the	process	of	neoliberal	expansion.	Whether	it	is	determined	to	be	subsumed	by	
the	logic	of	capital	or	if	it	has	truly	transformative	potential	if	only	we	can	understand	and	account	
for	its	side	effects. 
 
1.2 Research	Question		
 
“What	was	the	relation	between	community	gardens	and	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	
Side,	New	York	between	1970-2000?” 
 
1.2.1 Sub-Questions	
 
“How	did	urban	community	gardens	contribute	to	gentrification?” 
“How	did	urban	community	gardens	create	spaces	of	resistance?” 
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2 Project	Design		
	
In	this	chapter,	we	will	go	through	our	project	design.	First	we	introduce	the	structure	of	our	
project.	This	is	followed	by	a	review	of	existing	literature,	an	overview	the	theories	we	have	
selected,	and	our	project	methodology.	We	conclude	with	acknowledging	the	delimitations	of	our	
research.		
	
2.1 Structure	of	the	Project	
	
The	project	is	structured	in	three	parts.	Part	one	contains	the	first	two	chapters,	which	are	
'Introduction'	and	'Project	design'.		Part	two	contains	chapters	three,	four,	and	five,	which	are	
'Historiography	and	context',	'Urban	community	gardens	and	gentrification',	and	'Spaces	of	
resistance',	respectively.	Part	three	contains	chapter	six,	our	'Conclusion'.		
	
In	chapter	one	we	aim	to	guide	the	reader	from	considering	the	abstract	question	of	transforming	
hegemonic	systems	from	within,	to	our	research	question	of	what	relation	community	gardens	
have	to	gentrification.	In	the	introduction	and	problem	formulation,	the	goal	is	to	give	background	
information	and	a	good	overview	of	the	ideas	we	are	going	to	present	later	in	the	project.	
	
In	the	second	chapter,	project	design,	we	will	present	a	literature	review	of	the	discussion	on	
urban	gardens	and	the	theories	we	use	to	study	the	relation	between	urban	community	gardens	
and	gentrification.	Furthermore,	we	describe	our	methodology.		
	
In	part	two	of	the	project,	we	concentrate	on	analysing	the	relation	between	urban	community	
gardens	and	gentrification.	On	one	hand,	the	urban	community	gardens	can	be	seen	as	
movements	and	communities	resisting	the	ever	growing	commodification	of	space	and	property.	
On	the	other	hand,	they	can	unintentionally	contribute	to	the	process	of	gentrification	and	
thereby	displace	the	original	inhabitants	and	gardeners.	
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Finally,	in	our	conclusion,	we	synthesise	the	two	ways	urban	community	gardens	relates	to	the	
process	of	gentrification	and	review	the	implications	of	this.	
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2.2 Literature	Review	
	
In	this	literature	review,	we	introduce	the	reader	to	the	main	topics	used	in	our	project.	The	two	
main	topics	analysed	in	our	project,	urban	community	gardening	and	gentrification,	are	broad	and	
the	literature	itself	is	detailed.	We	seek	to	narrow	our	research	down	with	a	case	study:	analysing	
the	processes	of	development	of	community	gardening	and	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side	of	
New	York	City.	
	
2.2.1 Review	of	Urban	Community	Gardening	
	
In	order	to	gather	relevant	information	regarding	urban	community	gardening,	we	have	gone	
through	several	academic	sources	related	to	our	main	theme	of	study.	Some	sources	were	more	
descriptive	and	others	were	critical,	as	they	were	characterised	by	a	critical	angle	towards	
capitalism,	and	others	towards	gentrification.	
	
Bellows	et	al	(2003)	write	about	both	health	and	social	benefits	of	community	gardening,	stating	
that	it	presents	an	opportunity	to	be	outside	and	grow	fresh	food.	Also	discussed	are	the	
therapeutic	benefits	of	gardening,	such	as	gardening	in	schools	or	in	prisons	offer	an	opportunity	
to	take	responsibility,	care	for	something,	and	improve	patience.	Glover	(2004)	and	Kingsley	and	
Townsend	(2006)	have	concentrated	more	on	the	ability	of	community	gardens	to	generate	social	
capital.	Waterford	(2015)	has	written	on	the	history	of	urban	gardens	in	the	United	States	from	
the	19th	century	to	today	and	the	effect	of	immigration	on	the	Lower	East	Side.	
	
Staeheli	et	al	(2002)	apply	politics	of	scale	in	the	analysis	of	how	community	gardens	were	able	to	
resist	gentrification	with	partial	success.	They	also	analysed	the	events	in	the	1990s,	when	the	
public	areas	used	for	gardening	were	reclaimed	for	housing	by	the	city.	Schmelzkopf	(1995)	
analyses	the	same	theme	but	focuses	on	Loisaida.	Schmelzkopf	also	goes	through	the	various	
kinds	of	gardens	and	their	characteristics.	
	
	 13	
Martinez	has	documented	the	gentrification	process	of	the	Lower	East	Side	her	book	Power	at	the	
Roots	(2010).	She	describes	the	attempt	to	limit	gentrification	by	community	action.	Martinez	
examines	the	internal	struggles	of	the	different	Lower	East	Side	factions	to	compromise	and	work	
together	to	protect	their	gardens	and	secure	low-income	housing.		
	
Nathan	McClintock,	in	his	2014	paper,	reviews	how	urban	gardening	is	posited	as	a	radical	
subversion	of	capitalism	and	an	oppositional	and	growing	body	of	critical	literature	arguing	that	
they	contribute	to	neoliberal	capitalism.	He	discusses	to	what	extent	both	are	true	and	then	
reviews	the	implications	of	this	when	wielding	urban	gardening	as	a	policy	tool.		
	
2.2.2 Review	of	Gentrification	and	Rent	Gap	Theory	
	
The	term	gentrification	was	first	coined	in	1964	by	the	sociologist	Ruth	Glass	in	her	book	Aspects	
of	Change,	examining	the	alteration	of	London's	working	class	neighbourhoods’	demography	and	
character	into	a	more	middle-class	cast.	Gentrification	is	the	transformation	of	an	area	from	a	
worker-class	district	to	an	area	that	is	dominated	by	the	middle	and	upper-class	(Slater	2011).	This	
initial	study	opened	the	doors	to	a	vast	and	dynamic	field	of	study	in	geography	and	urban	studies.	
There	have	been	many	attempts	to	explain	both	the	causes	and	the	consequences	of	
gentrification.	Generally	speaking,	the	literature	of	gentrification	focusses	on	consumption	and	
production	side	theories.	The	most	convincing	works	on	gentrification	apply	both	approaches.	
Production	side	theory	was	initially	pioneered	by	Neil	Smith	-	who	takes	a	Marxist	approach	-		with	
his	rent	gap	theory	explaining	how	gentrification	harnessed	the	wider	economic	forces	in	search	of	
capital	accumulation.		
	
The	predominant	approach	to	gentrification	prior	to	Smith	and	his	seminal	work	Toward	a	Theory	
of	Gentrification	(1979),	was	that	of	'consumer	sovereignty’	(ibid,	538).	Consumer	sovereignty	
argued	mainly	from	qualitative	studies	that	gentrification	was	driven	by	a	cultural	shift	in	
preferences	of	new	homeowners	away	from	the	traditional	suburban	dwelling	to	the	inner	city	(N.	
Smith,	1979).	
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In	a	response	to	the	'consumer	sovereignty	hypotheses’,	Neil	Smith	(1979,	538)	argues	that:	
	
Gentrification	is	an	expected	product	of	the	relatively	unhampered	operation	of	the	land	and	
housing	markets.	The	economic	depreciation	of	capital	invested	in	nineteenth	century	inner-city	
neighbourhoods	and	the	simultaneous	rise	in	potential	ground	rent	levels	produces	the	possibility	
of	profitable	redevelopment	(N.	Smith	1979,	538).	
	
Prior	to	Neil	Smith’s	entry	into	the	field,	the	literature	on	gentrification	focussed	on	the	cultural	
explanations.	London	and	Palen	introduced	five	different	sociocultural	factors	to	explain	
gentrification	in	their	book	Gentrification,	Displacement	and	Neighbourhood	Revitalization	(1984).	
Consumption	side	theories	view	gentrification	as	a	movement	of	young	middle-class	people,	their	
generation	characterised	by	fewer	children,	later	marriages	and	a	greater	interest	in	the	cultural	
amnesties	of	the	inner	urban	landscape.	Their	purchasing	power	and	the	transformation	of	the	
city's	economic	base	into	one	of	white-collar	service	workers	and	away	from	industrial	production	
powers	(London	and	Palen	1984);	this	is	what	D.	Ley	has	called	the	“post-industrial	city”	(N.	Smith	
1987).	Overall,	the	growing	movement	of	gentrification	was	seen	as	a	‘back	to	the	city’	movement	
in	contrast	to	the	suburban	exodus	of	the	1960s	and	1970s	(N.	Smith	1979).	
	
The	data	that	Smith	collected	in	his	case	studies	on	Society	Hill	(a	newly	gentrified	neighbourhood	
in	Philadelphia),	indicated	that	it	was	only	14%	of	those	who	dwelled	there	that	had	moved	from	
the	suburbs.	The	overwhelming	majority	had	moved	there	from	another	part	of	the	city.	This	
revealed	that	gentrification	was	characterised	less	by	a	return	of	suburbanites	than	that	of	capital	
(N.	Smith	1979).			
	
Neoclassical	theory	focussed	on	how	gentrification	was	driven	by	individual	consumer	choices	
acting	in	unison.	Smith	broadens	this	idea	by	emphasising	the	structures	within	which	consumer	
agency	function.	To	this	end,	he	examines	the	many	other	actors	involved	in	producing	rather	than	
just	consuming	gentrification	such	as	real	estate	developers,	government	institutions,	banks,	
construction	companies	and	the	tenants.	Nevertheless,	he	posits	gentrification	as	a	symbiosis	
between	consumer	and	producer	sovereignty	(N.	Smith	1979).		
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Since	our	research	regarding	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side	of	New	York	City	has	been	
narrowed	down	to	a	specific	period	of	time,	until	the	2000s,	we	investigate	how	the	rent	gap	
model	has	been	applied	in	a	more	recent	period.	Gentrification	has	been	analysed	through	the	
rent	gap	theory	in	several	cities	of	Europe	and	North	America	(Diappi	and	Bolchi	2006),	but	overall	
we	think	it	is	important	to	use	production	and	consumption	side	theories	together.	One	must	also	
bear	in	mind	the	limitations	of	the	rent	gap	model,	such	as	the	necessity	for	specific	economic	
preconditions	to	exist	and	t	that	the	rent	gap	is	not	a	measurable	numerical	value	but	a	latent	
expression	of	value	(Diappi	and	Bolchi	2006;	Clark	1995).		
	
Today	the	rent	gap	theory	is	largely	accepted	by	geographers.	It	has,	however,	encountered	
resistance.	An	author	critiquing	rent	gap	theory	is	Steven	Bourassa.	In	his	article	Rent	Gap	
Debunked	(1993),	he	argues	that	the	theory	has	no	base	in	either	Marxist	or	Neoclassical	theory.	
He	claims	that	the	theory	cannot	be	proven,	as	the	key	concepts	of	rent	gap	theory,	‘actual	and	
potential	land	rent’	(ibid,	1731),	do	not	take	other	aspects	of	housing	development	into	
consideration.	Instead,	Bourassa	claims	that	the	housing	market	is	shaped	by	aggregate	demand.		
Bourassa	bases	his	arguments	on	critiques	of	Clark	and	Kary’s	analyses	of	the	rent	gap	in	Malmö	
(1988)	and	Toronto	(1988),	respectively.	
	
It	is	relevant	to	mention	the	Bourassa’s	study	has	been	conducted	in	a	time	of	non-development.	
Due	to	this	Clark	(1995)	claims	as	that	the	investigation	is	unreliable	and	incomplete,	since	the	
potential	ground	rent	is	only	latent,	and	not	based	on	reliable	and	visible	factors.	
	
This	is	of	course	not	the	end	of	the	debate.	Scholars	like	David	Ley	claim	that	there	is	insufficient	
data	to	validate	the	rent	gap	model,	seeking	instead	to	entrench	traditional	cultural	explanations	
of	gentrification.	However,	Smith	has	called	Ley’s	conceptualisation	and	critique	of	the	rent	gap	
‘severely	distorted	from	the	start’	(N.	Smith	1987,	463).	
	
Smith	states	that	the	gentrification	theory	is	still	a	work	in	progress	(N.	Smith	2010)	and	points	out	
that	more	studies	need	to	be	done	in	a	greater	variety	of	metropolitan	setting	to	study	the	‘global	
urbanism’	(ibid,	98).	Although	there	are	some	limitations	and	problems	with	the	rent	gap	model,	it	
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has	proven	to	be	a	useful	model	in	a	variety	of	urban	contexts.	Nonetheless,	no	single	explanation	
on	its	own	is	correct,	and	gentrification	is	best	explained	in	social,	economic	and	cultural	terms.	
New	conceptions	such	as	Doolings	(2009)	'ecological	gentrification'	are	emerging	that	use	both	
approaches.	
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2.3 Selection	of	Theory	
	
The	following	section	review	the	theoretical	framework	that	we	use	in	to	answer	our	research	
question.	Through	the	perspectives	of	Neil	Smith,	London	and	Palen,	and	Dooling,	we	explore	how	
urban	community	gardening	relates	to	gentrification.	These	theories	focus	on	different	variations	
and	perspectives	of	gentrification.	Neil	Smith	takes	a	Marxist	approach	to	his	theory	of	
gentrification,	which	he	calls	Capital	Ground	Rent	Theory	or	in	short,	rent	gap	theory.	We	make	
use	of	Bruce	Londons	and	J.	John	Palens	formulation	of	‘sociocultural’	factors	to	describe	
consumption	side	gentrification.	Sarah	Dooling	writes	about	gentrification	as	direct	result	of	green	
projects,	which	she	calls	ecological	gentrification.		
	
The	purpose	of	this	section	is	not	to	provide	an	in-depth	explanation	and	discussion	of	these	
theories,	but	rather	a	brief	overview	of	them,	why	we	picked	them	and	how	we	will	apply	them.	
They	will	be	explained	in	detail	in	the	analytical	chapters	4	and	5.	
	
2.3.1 Gentrification	Theory	
	
There	are	two	schools	of	thought	on	gentrification:	production	and	consumption	side	theory.	
Consumption	side	is	associated	with	neoclassical	theory	and	focusses	on	how	demand	shapes	the	
market.	Demand	itself	is	reflective	of	aggregate	social	and	cultural	trends.	Production	side	
examines	how	strategic	actors	shape	the	market.	These	actors	react	to	cycles	of	capital	investment	
and	disinvestment.	They	follow	logical	market	incentives	in	search	of	profit.	In	analysing	how	
community	gardens	can	contribute	to	gentrification,	we	believe	they	can	exert	this	influence	
through	cultural	and	economic	ways,	and	thus	that	it	is	most	conducive	to	use	both	schools	of	
thought	in	conjugation.		
	
2.3.1.1 Neil	Smith	and	Rent	Gap	
The	rent	gap	model	belongs	to	the	production	side	school	of	thought.	It	examines	how	differences	
in	potential	and	capitalised	ground	rent	incentivises	redevelopment.	These	gap	conditions	
themselves	are	created	by	cycles	of	disinvestment	and	reinvestment.	We	apply	this	to	community	
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gardens,	thinking	that	the	gardens	increase	the	potential	ground	rent	of	adjacent	properties	and	
that	the	gardens	themselves	are	prime	sites	for	redevelopment.	
	 	
2.3.1.2 London	and	Palen	
London	and	Palen	(1984)	write	sociocultural	gentrification.	They	propose	that	middle	and	upper-
class	people	move	back	to	the	inner	city	due	to	social	and	cultural	factors	that	make	an	area	
desirable.	This	can	include	a	wide	variety	of	factors,	but	in	our	project	we	will	discuss	how	urban	
community	gardens	exert	a	cultural	and	social	influence	that	facilitates	gentrification.		
	
2.3.1.3 Sarah	Dooling	
Dooling	(2009)	takes	another	angle	towards	gentrification	that	can	also	be	applied	to	urban	
community	gardens.	Dooling	states	that	green	projects	are	a	cause	for	gentrification.	By	raising	
the	value	of	the	surrounding	area,	green	projects,	in	turn,	draw	in	gentrifiers.	Thus,	it	can	be	said	
that	urban	community	gardens	that	have	intentions	to	bring	more	green	to	an	inner	city	can	result	
in	ecological	gentrification	and	social	displacement.	
	
2.3.1.4 A	Theory	of	Community	Resistance	
This	project	does	not	use	a	middle	range	or	grand	theory	about	the	causes	and	formations	of	
community	resistance.	We	found	that	these	theories	were	too	generalised	and	abstract.	Rather	
each	case	of	community	resistance	is	made	unique	by	its	historical	and	cultural	context,	and	the	
particular	events	they	are	responding	to.	We	do	discuss	resistive	praxis	and	make	use	of	it	as	
discursive	tool.	In	seeking	to	understand	community	resistance	we	examined	several	case	studies	
of	what	happened	in	the	Lower	East	Side	for	common	patterns	that	were	important	in	resisting	
gentrification.		
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2.4 Methods:	Empirical	Data	and	Selection	of	Sources	
	
Our	project	primarily	makes	use	of	secondary	and	tertiary	data	in	the	form	of	books,	reports	and	
articles	written	by	contemporary	scholars	examining	this	or	similar	problems.	We	do	make	use	of	
some	primary	data,	mostly	from	Smith,	to	analyse	patterns	of	investment	in	Lower	East	Side.	We	
mainly	make	use	of	academic	journals,	reports	and	books	that	deal	with	gentrification,	community	
gardening	or	both.	The	studies	of	the	connection	between	this	has	largely	focussed	on	how	
community	gardens	have	been	the	victim	of	or	managed	to	resist	gentrification.		
	
Throughout	the	project	we	rely	mainly	on	qualitative	data	in	the	form	of	multiple	case	studies	on	
conflicts	between	urban	community	gardening	and	gentrification	in	New	York.	In	chapter	4,	we	are	
able	to	make	use	of	some	quantitative	data	in	order	to	see	how	rent	gap	happened	in	the	Lower	
East	Side.	It	is	significant	to	note	that	when	we	draw	on	the	rent	gap	we	and	others	can	only	use	
statistical	data	to	infer	that	rent	gap	exists.	It	cannot	actually	be	measured	and	objectively	proven.	
	
We	make	review	classic	examples	such	as	Karen	Schmelzkopf’s	case	study	(1995)	of	'Urban	
Community	Gardens	as	Contested	Space’	and	other	more	contemporary	studies	in	ecological	
gentrification.	Most	of	these	studies	themselves	rely	on	a	qualitative	review	of	the	consequences	
of	gentrification:	how	a	change	in	the	neighbourhood’s	demographic	character,	new	social	
services,	increasing	house	prices	and	a	displacement	of	original	residents,	have	been	widening	the	
rent	gap.	
	
In	review,	we	rely	primarily	on	secondary	and	tertiary	qualitative	data	in	conducting	this	project.	
To	investigate	the	relationship	between	urban	community	gardens	and	gentrification	we	rely	on	
the	case	studies	of	others,	who	themselves	make	use	of	qualitative	data	to	review	the	results	of	
gentrification	already	taking	place.	What	quantitative	data	we	do	have	we	can	only	use	to	infer	a	
connection	between	community	gardens	and	gentrification.		
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2.5 Delimitations	of	Research	
	
In	our	writings,	we	want	to	acknowledge	that	urban	community	gardening	is	part	of	a	widely	
popular	city	culture	in	different	countries	and	a	phenomenon	that	is	practised	throughout	the	
world	(Armstrong	2000;	Kingsley	and	Townsend	2006;	Kremer	and	DeLiberty	2011;	Slater	2001;	
Wakefield	et	al	2007).	We	delimit	our	research	area	to	the	Lower	East	Side,	New	York	City.		
	
There	are	a	variety	of	terms	that	define	different	versions	of	urban	community	gardening.	We	
have	chosen	the	term	urban	community	gardens	and	work	mostly	with	just	community	garden,	
rather	than	other	terms	associated	with	urban	agriculture,	such	as	private	gardens,	urban	gardens	
and	community	supported	agriculture	(CSA).	Given	our	research,	we	are	primarily	interested	in	
community-based	green	areas,	where	participants	take	an	initiative	in	bettering	that	area.	
	
Regarding	the	discussion	of	ecological	gentrification,	we	clarify	that	parks	and	recreational	areas	
are	not	in	focus	in	our	discussion,	but	rather	on	how	making	a	community	garden	in	poor	
neighbourhood	can	affect	the	relationship	of	the	garden	to	the	city,	as	they	make	the	area	more	
attractive	for	investors	and	thereby	elevate	the	value	of	the	area	(N.	Smith	1979).	
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Part	II	
	
3 Historiography	and	Context	
	
This	chapter	contextualises	community	gardening	by	examining	its	function	in	contemporary	
society,	its	historical	development,	and	its	role	in	gentrifying	the	Lower	East	Side.	Firstly,	we	will	
explain	explaining	the	various	forms	urban	agriculture	take	and	the	effects	they	have	on	the	
communities	they	are	embedded	in.	Then	we	consider	the	historical	evolution	of	urban	agriculture	
and	how	community	gardening	grew	out	of	it.	We	narrow	down	this	historical	lens	and	consider	
how	globalisation	caused	gentrification	in	New	York	City	the	conflicts	this	caused	over	community	
gardens	in	the	Lower	East	Side	in	the	years	1970	to	1990.	Finally,	we	look	at	how	the	recent	
history	of	the	Lower	East	Side	gave	the	district,	particularly	Loisaida,	its	particular	character	and	
how	this	character	translated	into	community	activism	such	as	gardening.		
	 	
	 22	
3.1 Differences	in	Function	and	Form	
	
This	section	examines	first	the	documented	benefits	of	community	gardening	and	its	possible	
functions	as	a	public	policy	tool.	Following	that,	we	look	at	the	different	forms	of	urban	gardening	
to	put	the	practice	into	a	modern	context.	
	
3.1.1 Benefits	of	Urban	Community	Gardening	
	
This	section	aims	to	contextualise	modern	urban	community	gardening	in	its	application	and	aims.	
It	is	in	function	a	partial	literature	review	of	the	studies	on	the	positive	benefits	stemming	from	
urban	community	gardening	practices.	These	studies	and	the	effects	they	document	are	the	
cornerstones	for	urban	community	gardening	proponents,	especially	those	who	advocate	formally	
incorporating	them	into	public	policy	planning	(McClintock	et	al	2012).	
	
The	scholarly	landscape	on	urban	community	gardening	and	the	alternative	food	network	
movement	as	a	whole	have	achieved	considerable	progress	in	documenting	the	many	remarkable	
effects	that	urban	community	gardens	can	positively	exert.	These	effects	are	manifold,	operating	
on	the	individual	level,	to	the	community	as	a	whole,	and	even	society	at	large	(Bellows	et	al	
2003).	It	can	be	a	challenge	to	untangle	these	benefits	from	the	systems	they	are	embedded	in.	
However,	their	overall	success	in	addressing	some	of	the	most	intransigent	social	problems	is	
widely	acknowledged,	so	much	so	that	urban	planners	all	over	the	world	are	paying	attention	to	
this	phenomenon	and	making	it	central	to	some	of	the	most	innovative	and	interesting	urban	
development	strategies	(Kingsley	and	Townsend,	2006).	
	
Urban	community	gardens	are	thought	to	provide	means	of	improving	overall	community	health	
by	engaging	a	myriad	of	factors	that	work	together,	as	mentioned	earlier.	On	the	individual	level	
gardening	increases	the	participant's	level	of	physical	activity.	The	activity	of	gardening,	unlike	for	
instance	some	forms	of	gym	exercise,	uses	the	whole	body	and	occurs	outside	over	a	longer	time	
period.	The	act	of	engaging	with	the	earth,	caring	for	plants	in	the	company	of	others	in	your	
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community	is	also	thought	to	have	therapeutic	effects	on	the	mental	health	of	gardeners	
(Wakefield	2007).		
	
Many	urban	community	gardens	in	places	like	Detroit	arose	in	response	to	what	has	been	called	
‘food	deserts’	(Hallett	and	McDermot	2011,	1210;	Kremer	and	DeLiberty	2011).	An	urban	food	
desert	is	described	as	an	area	without	access	to	healthy,	nutritional	food.	Instead,	the	food	supply	
is	characterised	by	high-fat	meals	and	empty	calories	without	adequate	nutritional	properties.	This	
form	of	diet	is	part	of	the	complex	of	reasons	for	the	obesity,	diabetes	and	other	lifestyle	disease	
epidemics	that	are	increasingly	common,	especially	in	the	developed	world.	Denial	of	access	can	
stem	from	a	lack	of	infrastructure	and	facilities	that	cater	to	healthy	food,	or	those	that	exist	
charge	a	price	that	prohibits	lower	income	groups	from	purchasing	healthy	food.	The	result	is	that	
they	have	no	alternative	but	cheap,	unhealthy	food.	Urban	community	gardens	play	a	key	role	in	
addressing	this	issue,	and	this	connects	them	intimately	to	the	food	and	social	justice	movements.	
In	addition	to	exercise,	urban	community	gardens	give	the	local	community	an	opportunity	to	
access	cheap	and,	at	the	same	time,	nutritional	food,	while	increasing	the	health	benefits	and	
helping	strained,	low-income,	family	budgets	(Kremer	and	DeLiberty	2011).	
	
Beyond	this,	there	is	evidence	that	urban	community	gardens	help	stimulate	local	economies,	and	
can	contribute	to	urban	revival	from	the	bottom	up.	They	provide	a	productive	occupation	for	
those	who	might	otherwise	be	unemployed.	The	work	teaches	a	variety	of	skills,	both	practical	
and	entrepreneurial,	in	that	the	demands	of	a	functioning	urban	community	garden	requires	
administrative	and	coordinate	management	that	can	be	translated	into	other	work	(Bellows	et	al	
2003).	The	community	fabric	gets	strengthened	by	the	personal	engagement	of	local	citizens	and	
the	increased	economic	vibrancy.	Having	people	on	the	streets	and	the	revitalisation	of	
abandoned	lots	and	houses	reduces	overall	crime	in	areas	near	urban	community	gardens	
(McClintock	2014).	Furthermore,	Bellows	et	al	(2003)	indicate	that	the	community	benefits	that	
result	from	urban	agriculture	are	especially	valued	by	lower-income	communities.	The	gardens	
connect	people	across	age,	class,	and	ethnicity,	while	mixing	the	young,	middle-aged,	and	old,	and	
often	bridging	deep	racial	divides.	The	gardening	builds	self-respect	and	nourishes	the	ability	to	
	 24	
care,	translating	into	many	subtle	and	positive	effects	in	the	communities	that	build	and	maintain	
them	(Bellows	et	al	2003).		
	
The	benefits	are	not	only	social	but	include	environmental	benefits	as	well	and	lower	the	overall	
ecological	footprint	of	the	communities	involved.	This	kind	of	‘green	infrastructure’	has	been	
shown	to	reduce	the	urban	heat	island	effect,	reduce	storm	water	run-off	and	the	potential	for	
subsequent	flooding,	reduce	particle	pollution	and	increase	biodiversity	(Viljoen	2005,	xviii).	In	
addition	to	this,	the	increase	in	local	food	production	reduces	the	need	for	importation	of	food	
products	from	elsewhere.	This	has	the	double	benefit	of	cutting	out	the	emissions	created	in	
transnational	food	supply	lines	and	of	increasing	food	security	because	disruptions	to	these	
sources	don’t	translate	into	local	shortages.	Organisations	such	as	community	supported	
agriculture,	especially	when	done	on	the	urban	periphery,	have	the	greatest	potential	to	
contributing	to	urban	food	sustainability	(Bellows	et	al	2003).		
	
With	such	an	impressive	array	of	benefits	that	stem	from	urban	community	gardening	is	it	little	
wonder	that	its	advocates	are	optimistic,	ardent,	and	idealistic.	They	have	every	right	to	be	and	a	
considerable	body	of	evidence	to	support	their	claims.	There	is	a	good	reason	for	why	urban	
community	gardening	is	spreading	quickly.	Their	basic	premise	works	to	address	the	negative	
externalities	of	a	deeply	flawed	system	and	to	heal	some	of	the	alienation	between	individuals,	
society,	and	the	earth.		
	
3.1.2 Myriad	Forms	
	
The	urban	agriculture	movement	is	characterised	by	great	diversity	and	innovation.	Despite	its	
ancient	roots,	it	is	still	young	and	evolving	new	ideas	and	methods	of	organising.	There	are	many	
labels	given	to	these	various	organisations,	and	they	span	a	spectrum	ranging	from	loosely	
organised	guerrilla	gardeners	to	conventional	business	with	ecological	responsibility	at	the	heart	
of	their	business	model.	To	navigate	this	diverse	body	of	organisation,	we	will	go	through	some	of	
the	most	common	types.	Although	a	detailed	summation	of	the	multitudes	of	structures	and	
forms	that	urban	community	gardening	may	adopt	is	beyond	the	scope	of	this	project,	a	basic	
	 25	
understanding	of	them	is	necessary	both	to	appreciate	their	diversity	and	also	to	engender	in-
depth	discussion.	We	acknowledge	McClintock’s	(2014)	sorting	system,	which	categorises	them	
roughly	by	scale,	function,	labour,	management	and	integration	into	the	market.	We	stress	that	
these	are	not	discrete	categories	but	rather	that	most	urban	community	gardening	outfits	operate	
within	them	on	a	continuum.	
	
Table	1:	Most	Common	Types	of	Urban	Agriculture	
Source:	Table	from	McClintock	2014,	150.	
	
As	seen	in	table	1	above,	many	different	forms	of	urban	agriculture	exist.	The	most	common	types	
being	residential	gardens,	allotment	gardens,	guerrilla	gardens,	collective	gardens,	institutional	
gardens,	non-profit	gardens,	and	commercial	gardens.	They	vary	in	the	way	they	are	structured,	
the	way	they	are	organised,	their	purpose	within	an	urban	space,	methods	of	production,	and	who	
participates,	among	other	factors.		
	
In	the	following	chapters,	as	we	discuss	and	analyse	how	urban	community	gardens	relate	to	
gentrification,	we	will	only	be	examining	non-profit	gardens.	This	includes	collective	gardens,	
otherwise	known	as	community	gardens.	As	stated	in	the	previous	chapter,	urban	community	
gardening	is	a	flexible	term	for	any	green-space	in	an	urban	area	where	participants	are	
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encouraged	to	cultivate	together,	regardless	of	income	or	background.	In	this	section,	we	will	
often	refer	to	urban	agriculture	of	which	community	gardening	is	a	subtype.	
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3.2 Historical	Evolution	of	Urban	Community	Gardening:	Up	to	the	1980s	
	
In	order	to	understand	the	context	in	which	urban	community	gardens	function	in	our	society	
today,	we	must	look	at	the	historical	context	in	which	urban	community	gardening	developed.	
Many	different	cultures	throughout	history	have	practised	urban	agriculture	for	various	reasons	
and	community	gardening	as	we	know	it	evolved	from	these	forms.			
	
As	Waterford	(2015)	discusses,	urban	agriculture	in	the	past	varies	significantly	from	the	use	of	
urban	agriculture	now.	As	society	became	more	complex	in	modern	times,	so	did	the	uses	and	
applications	of	urban	gardening.	Urban	gardens	were	often	created	out	of	necessity	during	times	
of	strife.	Allotment	gardens	have	been	used	to	alleviate	poverty	and	promote	food	security.	
Gardens	of	necessity	also	existed	during	the	Great	Depression	in	the	United	States,	where	they	
provided	resources	such	as	food,	a	job,	and	a	purpose	to	those	who	would	otherwise	be	at	a	loss	
during	those	hard	times.	The	War/Food	Administration	in	the	United	States	established	a	National	
Victory	Garden	Program	with	intentions	to	organise	a	structured	form	of	agriculture	within	cities	
as	World	War	II	approached	(Waterford	2015).	
	
These	successful	sites	where	urban	gardening	emerged	from	necessity	created	something	that	
transcended	the	alleviation	of	hunger	and	food	insecurity.	In	many	places,	urban	gardens	acted	as	
a	safe	space	for	community	members	to	come	together.	For	example,	in	1883,	Detroit’s	mayor	
encouraged	the	depression-struck	city	to	use	vacant	lots	to	grow	vegetables	as	a	way	of	creating	
income,	producing	food,	and	even	as	a	form	of	boosting	citizen	self-confidence	during	the	difficult	
time	(Waterford	2015).		
	
Community	gardens	became	popular	in	western	metropolitan	cities,	often	in	order	to	promote	
ideals	that	meant	more	than	bringing	healthy	and	accessible	food	to	the	cities.	For	example,	
Herchenbach	(2012,	89)	states	that	productive	gardens	in	Paris’s	centre	were	seen	as	‘symbols	of	
urbanity’	throughout	the	changing	city	in	the	17th	and	18th	centuries.		Community	garden	evolved	
from	a	metaphor	for	urban	development	into	a	space	associated	with	social	and	psychological	
benefits	in	the	1970s	(Waliczek	et.	al	1996).	This	developed	into	an	ideology	that	mobilised	
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throughout	the	1970s	and	1980s,	where	urban	community	gardening	as	a	practise	would	become	
embedded	in	society	as	an	inherent	cultural	aspect,	rather	than	a	separate	economic	entity.	It	is	
clear	that	the	urban	agriculture	movement	of	the	20th	century	has	had	a	considerable	impact	on	
the	shape	and	growing	popularity	of	community	gardening	throughout	western	society	
(Waterford	2015).	
	
3.3 Overview	of	Case	Study:	Globalisation	and	Gentrification	in	New	York	and	the	Lower	
East	Side	
	
	To	understand	how	and	why	gentrification	occurred	in	the	Lower	East	Side	we	must	consider	how	
globalisation	expressed	itself	in	New	York	in	the	period	between	1970	and	1990.	How	this	locally	
experienced	globalisation	translated	into	gentrification	and	the	resistance	to	it	in	the	Lower	East	
Side,	we	look	at	the	area's	complex	social	ecology	and	its	confrontational	relationship	with	the	city	
government.	Together	these	narratives	contextualise	what	caused	the	conflict	over	the	
community	gardens	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	
	
3.3.1.1 Globalisation	and	New	York	
	
To	understand	how	and	why	gentrification	occurs	as	it	does	in	the	Lower	East	Side	we	must	first	
look	at	the	larger	global	forces	that	are	driving	the	process.	Gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side	is	
the	local	experience	and	expression	of	globalisation.	It	is	due	to	changes	in	New	York's	economy	
away	from	manufacturing	to	finance,	and	a	shift	in	capitalism	to	a	neoliberal	model.	
	
The	global	economy	changed	during	the	1970s	and	1980s,	though	the	full	effects	would	first	be	
noticed	and	understood	later.	A	globalisation	of	manufacturing,	experienced	in	the	USA	and	
Europe	as	outsourcing	of	labour	and	the	so-called	good	manufacturing	jobs	to	places	with	lower	
labour	costs.	Simultaneously	the	financial	sector	underwent	deregulation	and	growth,	increasing	
its	size	and	role	in	the	global	economy.	New	York	city	revitalised	itself	from	decline	by	
championing	this	development	and	turning	itself	into	the	financial	centre	of	the	world,	with	
Manhattan	and	Wall	Street	at	its	core	(Ayal	1991).	
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This	affected	employment	and	demographics	in	New	York.	From	1977	to	1985	the	share	of	
manufacturing	employment	dropped	from	21.9%	to	15.4%.	At	the	same	time	employment	in	
finance,	insurance	and	real	estate	grew	from	15.9	to	17.3%	(Ayal	1991).	This	trend	has	continued	
largely	unabated	since.	Within	New	York	income	inequality	grew	in	tandem	with	automation,	as	
profits	increased	faster	than	overall	economic	growth.	The	biggest	job	increases	were	managerial	
jobs	and	a	swelling	of	low	paid,	precarious	service	jobs.	The	consequence	of	this	is	that	Manhattan	
has	the	dubious	honour	of	being	in	the	top	five	for	income	disparity	in	the	United	States	(Martinez	
2010).	
	
The	shift	in	employment	had	an	effect	on	inhabitants	of	the	Lower	East	Side.	Many	of	them	relied	
on	manufacturing	jobs	and	have	since	been	forced	into	precarious	service	sector	jobs.	This	
happened	at	the	same	time	as	cutbacks	in	social	services	by	the	city	government,	particularly	to	
the	Lower	East	Side	area.		
	
New	York	rebranded	itself	as	a	luxury	city	at	the	epicentre	of	the	world	economy,	targeting	and	
successfully	attracting	the	‘"elite,	globally	connected"	gentry’	(Martinez	2010,	8)	whom	make	their	
living	in	the	financial	world.	In	addition,	the	role	of	the	creative	class	of	artists	and	musicians	has	
been	important	in	seeding	frontier	areas	like	the	Lower	East	Side	for	gentrification.	
	
The	policy	of	neoliberal	globalisation	was	supported	by	the	city	administration	both	through	
mayors	Giuliani	and	Bloomberg.	The	neoliberal	reinvention	of	New	York	is	hallmarked	by	a	
program	of	‘pursuing	private	investment,	imposing	fiscal	austerity,	and	cutting	funding	in	social	
programs’	(Martinez	2010,	7)	and	also	an	explicit	intention	of	redeveloping	the	Lower	East	Side	to	
cater	to	this	global	elite.	
	
This	is	the	driving	force	of	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	The	conflict	between	community	
gardeners	and	real	estate	developers	supported	by	financial	institutions	and	the	city	government	
is	the	culmination	of	neoliberal	globalisation.	Gentrification	and	the	resistance	to	it	is	the	local	
experience	of	globalisation	and	the	economic	forces	that	underpin	it.	The	forces	that	shape	this	
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process	supersede	any	individual	or	nation.	However	distinct	actors	capitalise	upon	and	facilitate	
its	reproduction.	In	this	case	the	proximity	of	the	Lower	East	Side	to	Wall	Street	is	a	key	factor	in	
the	redevelopment	of	the	area	to	cater	the	global	elites.	For	the	same	reason	the	agency	and	
political	resistance	of	the	Lower	East	Side’s	inhabitants	are	the	reason	this	has	not	completely	
occurred	yet.		
	
For	more	than	a	century,	the	city’s	political	and	financial	powers	have	eyed	the	Lower	East	Side	as	a	
potential	enclave	neighbourhood	where	wealthy	Wall	Street	workers	would	reside,	but	its	poor-
quality	housing	stock,	dense	settlement	by	different	waves	of	immigrant	newcomers,	and	fierce	
political	resistance	have	all	stalled	their	efforts	(Martinez	2010,	8).	
	
To	summarise,	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side	is	the	local	experience	of	globalisation.	It	
began	with	the	outsourcing	of	manufacturing	that	led	to	capital	degradation	in	New	York.	In	the	
1980s	and	1990s,	New	York	positioned	itself	at	the	centre	of	the	global	financial	economy.	This	re-
attracted	capital	to	the	city	along	with	a	new	class	of	global	elites	who	wished	to	live	near	its	
centre.	Due	to	the	proximity	of	the	Lower	East	Side	to	Wall	Street,	it	was	a	desirable	place	for	
redevelopment.	This	policy	was	pursued	by	a	number	of	key	actors:	the	city	administration,	
financial	institutions	and	real	estate	developers.	The	reason	that	they	did	not	succeed	is	due	to	the	
agency	of	the	inhabitants	of	the	Lower	East	Side.	The	actions	of	both	administration	and	activists	is	
key	to	why	events	played	out	the	way	they	did,	but	to	understand	why	gentrification	occurred	at	
all	we	must	understand	how	globalisation	changed	New	York.	
	
3.3.1.2 Gardening	and	Gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side	
	
Throughout	the	19th	and	20th	century	waves	of	immigrants	settled	in	the	Lower	East	Side,	typically	
carving	out	ethnically	homogenous	neighbourhoods	for	themselves.	One	of	the	largest	ethnic	
groups	in	the	Lower	East	Side	are	the	Puerto	Ricans	in	the	Loisaida	district	(Martinez	2010).	These	
Puerto	Rican	neighbourhoods	were	some	of	the	most	active	gardeners	and	among	the	most	visible	
in	the	political	struggle	to	protect	them	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	In	addition	to	being	an	ethnic	
neighbourhood,	it	is	also	a	poor	one.	A	1990	census	shows	that	almost	30	percent	of	the	30,000	
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residents	live	below	the	poverty	line	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	As	a	clarifying	point,	we	often	focus	the	
attention	of	our	project	on	Loisaida,	though	it	is	not	exclusively	confined	to	this	area.	
	
The	community	gardening	movement	started	in	response	to	the	fiscal	crises	that	afflicted	New	
York	City	in	the	late	1970s.	The	city	government	cut	public	funds	such	as	policing,	fire-fighting,	and	
sanitation	by	more	than	thirty	percent.	Due	to	this,	and	the	general	out-flux	of	capital	and	people	
from	New	York	City,	serious	disinvestment	followed.	Financial	institutions	withdrew	investments	
and	properties	were	abandoned	by	landlords.	Due	to	foreclosures	a	considerable	amount	property	
returned	to	city	ownership.	(Martinez	2010;	Staeheli	et	al	2002).	The	abandoned	properties	were	
only	abandoned	in	a	legal	sense	since	many	people	still	lived	in	them.	These	trends	hit	the	Lower	
East	Side	especially	hard	and	Loisaida	in	particular.	The	combination	of	arson	and	demolition	
displaced	up	to	70%	of	the	population	in	Loisaida	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	However,	these	now	vacant	
lots	would	become	a	resource	utilised	by	the	emerging	community	gardeners.	
	
Loisaida	was	not	a	stranger	to	self-reliance.	The	Lower	East	Side	in	general	is	characterised	by	
networks	of	self-help	organisations	that	stepped	in	to	fill	the	gap	left	by	the	city	government.	It	
was	common	for	residents	to	build	their	own	schools,	hospitals	and	theatres	(Martinez	2010).	
From	this	tradition	emerged	the	community	gardening	movement.	The	community	gardens	
addressed	a	number	of	acute	needs	of	Loisaida.	Among	them	are	extended	living	spaces,	areas	for	
community	activity,	places	of	safety	from	crime	ridden	streets,	enclaves	of	nature	in	a	concrete	
jungle,	an	occupation	for	the	many	unemployed,	and	an	extra	source	of	fresh	vegetables.	
(McClintock	2014;	Schmelzkopf	1995;	Staeheli	et	al	2002).	By	1995	there	were	75	gardens	in	
Loisaida	and	well	over	a	hundred	in	the	Lower	East	Side	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
Initially,	the	community	gardens	were	hailed	as	a	creative	use	of	empty	land	and	the	city	began	
giving	out	1,	5	or	10	year	leases	on	the	gardens	though	the	city	government	retained	ownership	of	
these	properties.	However,	many	of	the	gardens	began	as	squatter	movements,	and	by	1995	
nearly	half	of	the	Loisaida	gardens	still	were.	Two	important	organisations	formed	during	this	
time;	the	Green	Guerrillas	and	Operation	Green	Thumb.	The	Green	Guerrillas	(GG)	was	founded	by	
some	of	the	first	community	gardeners.	Operation	Green	Thumb	(OGT)	served	a	similar	purpose	
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but	was	founded	in	cooperation	with	the	city	government.	It	was	through	OGT	that	gardeners	
were	able	to	obtain	leases	in	return	for	oversight.	Both	aimed	to	help	the	community	gardens	by	
providing	material	supplies,	legal	help	and	gardening	expertise.	(Martinez	2010;	Schmelzkopf	
1995).	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	although	the	majority	of	community	gardeners	are	ethnic	
minorities,	typically	African-American	and	Hispanic,	around	90	percent	of	those	working	in	OGT	
and	GG	were	white	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
Another	emergent	trend	of	the	late	1970s	that	also	carried	considerable	weight	was	the	need	for	
housing.	Low-income	housing	was	desperately	needed	by	the	Loisaida	community.	Many	of	their	
buildings	were	old	with	small	rooms	and	were	typically	overcrowded.	The	problem	was	only	
exacerbated	by	the	many	demolitions	and	the	continued	disinvestment	in	the	area.	These	needs	
were	given	voice	by	local	councils	such	the	Joint	Planning	Council	and	Community	Board	3	that	
had	advisory	powers	in	the	Department	of	Housing	Preservation	and	Development	(HPD).	The	HPD	
is	an	important	actor	in	the	story,	with	the	power	to	plan	building	development	and	lease	vacant	
lots.	Through	their	local	councils	the	Lower	East	Side	and	Loisaida	community	pushed	the	HPD	to	
construct	low	income	housing.	This,	however,	brought	them	into	conflict	with	the	community	
gardeners,	many	of	whom	occupied	the	lots	that	designated	for	development	(Martinez	2010).	
	
Compromises	and	agreements	were	reached	between	the	community	gardeners,	the	housing	
advocates	and	the	city	government	with	the	Lower	East	Side	Cross	Subsidy	Plan.	In	this	agreement	
some	of	the	community	gardens	would	be	used	for	the	development	of	2,000	housing	units.	Of	
these	1,000	would	be	market	rate	and	1,000	would	be	low	income	housing	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	It	
addressed	the	need	of	the	Lower	East	Side	for	affordable	housing,	of	the	city	government	and	real	
estate	developers	for	profit	and	for	the	community	gardeners	to	preserve	some	of	their	more	
important	gardens	(Martinez	2010).	For	a	time,	the	peace	was	bought.	
	
The	revitalisation	of	New	York	City	in	the	1980s	and	1990s	brought	a	new	wave	of	settlers	to	the	
Lower	East	Side	and	with	them	an	interest	in	land	development.	The	1980s	saw	an	influx	of	artists	
and	young	professionals	who	were	attracted	by	the	cheap	rent	and	exotic	character	of	Loisaida		
(Martinez	2010).	Unwittingly	they	would	enable	the	first	stages	of	gentrification	to	occur	by	
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morphing	the	neighbourhood	into	a	form	more	appealing	to	middle	class	residents	(	N.	Smith	and	
DeFilippis	1999).	The	differing	factions	in	New	York	would	again	come	into	open	conflict	in	the	
1990s,	particularly	after	the	election	of	Rudy	Giuliani	as	the	mayor	in	1994	(Martinez	2010).	
	
The	gentrification	of	the	Lower	East	Side	and	community	resistance	to	it	is	inextricable	from	the	
struggle	of	non-capitalist	structures	against	capital	in	search	of	new	spheres	of	accumulation.	The	
Giuliani	administration	championed	neoliberal	policies	of	private	ownership,	market	liberalisation	
and	actively	enabling	capital	accumulation	in	areas	at	the	expense	of	communities	who	articulated	
a	very	different	vision	of	rights	to	city	and	existence	(Martinez	2010).	The	struggle,	as	we	shall	see,	
changed	both	parties.		
	
Giuliani	openly	embraced	neoliberal	policies	of	market	privatisation	and	reductions	in	social	
welfare	spending.	His	administration	came	into	open	and	highly	visible	conflict	with	the	
community	gardeners,	sparking	street	protests,	sit-ins	and	considerable	publicity.	Some	have	
claimed	that	Giuliani	specifically	targeted	Loisaida	because	‘Giuliani	was	threatened	by	the	
gardens	as	sites	of	mobilisation	and	empowerment	for	people	opposed	to	his	policies’	(Staeheli	et	
al	2002,	4).	Many	also	accused	Giuliani	of	selling	the	gardens	to	real-estate	developers	who	had	
been	political	donors	to	his	campaign.	His	initial	sale	of	113	gardens	began	to	mobilise	community	
resistance	and	his	successive	sales	or	attempts	at	such	increased	and	spread	this	resistance	
(Martinez	2010).		
	
The	second	half	of	the	1990s	saw	many	demonstrations	and	bulldozing's	of	gardens	to	make	way	
for	development.	The	struggle	was	highly	visible	and	the	public	sentiment	was	against	Giuliani.	
Eventually,	organisations	attempting	to	save	the	gardens	began	to	do	so	through	the	Trust	for	
Public	Land.	The	Trust	for	Public	Land	bought	many	of	the	gardens,	most	explicitly	when	it	bought	
112	gardens	being	auctioned	off	in	1999.	Hundreds	more	were	still	at	risk,	and	many	of	these	were	
lost	to	the	bulldozer	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	Eventually	New	York	State	Attorney	General	Elliot	
Spitzer	brought	a	lawsuit	against	the	Giuliani	administration	for	his	actions	against	the	community	
gardens,	a	lawsuit	that	the	succeeding	mayor	Bloomberg	settled	by	issuing	a	moratorium	on	the	
sale	or	community	gardens	(Martinez	2010).		
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In	the	years	that	followed,	a	normalisation	of	the	gardens	occurred.	Many	of	them	have	become	
semi-official	parks	stewarded	by	the	communities	in	cooperation	with	the	city	government.	Others	
have	been	reclaimed	by	the	city	and	sold	to	real	estate	developers,	also	in	conjunction	with	the	
land	trusts,	community	councils	and	the	HPD.	Though	Bloomberg's	administration	has	been	less	
confrontational	than	his	predecessors,	the	same	policies	favouring	gentrification	and	privatisation	
have	continued	under	him	(Martinez	2010).	However,	the	communities	of	the	Lower	East	Side	and	
Loisaida	won	recognition	that	housing	development	must	take	into	account	preservation	of	their	
communities	and	their	gardens.	Capital	and	community	found	an	uneasy	truce	in	their	conflict	
over	rights	to	the	land	and	the	city.		
	
The	way	that	this	truce	was	reached,	and	how	it	changed	the	nature	of	both	capital	and	
community	gives	us	a	revealing	insight	into	how	struggles	of	non-capitalist	structures	embedded	
within	capitalism	transform	both	(Gibson-Graham	1996).	In	our	project	we	look	at	how	community	
gardeners	creating	spaces	of	alternative	social	and	economic	relations	come	into	conflict	with	
dominant	capitalism	over	rights	to	the	city.	The	symptom	of	this	struggle	is	gentrification.	The	
communities	resist	this	encroachment	and	in	the	subsequent	conflict	they	are	normalised	by	
conferring	of	the	gardens	into	the	private	ownership	of	the	land	trusts	allowing	the	communities	
to	retain	a	semblance	of	their	form	and	function	within	the	logic	of	capitalism	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	
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3.4 Cultural	Context	in	the	Lower	East	Side:	From	the	Early	20th	Century	to	Today	
	
The	distinctive	character	of	the	Lower	East	Side	can	be	traced	back	to	the	early	development	of	
Manhattan.	Nearly	every	major	ethnic	group	to	settle	in	America	has	established	a	community	in	
the	Lower	East	Side	at	one	point	in	time.	Some	of	these	communities	are	well	establish	such	as	
Chinatown,	Little	Italy,	the	Jewish	Lower	East	Side,	and	the	historically	Puerto	Rican	area	known	by	
its	residents	as	Loisaida	(Martinez	2010;	Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
These	settlers	arrived	over	the	course	of	multiple	immigration	waves	from	places	such	as	Europe,	
the	Caribbean,	and	more	recently	East	Asia	and	Eastern	Europe.	The	Lower	East	Side	saw	an	influx	
of	Puerto	Ricans	in	the	1940s,	New	York’s	Beat	generation	in	the	1950s,	hippies	and	activists	in	the	
1960s,	and	in	more	recent	times,	the	squatter	movement	brought	anarchists	to	the	Lower	East	
Side	(N.	Smith	and	J.	DeFilippis	1999;	Martinez	2010).		
	
These	different	factions	have	a	unique	relationship	both	to	the	Lower	East	Side	and	to	each	other.	
United	through	the	struggle	for	better	standards	of	living	-	including	working	conditions	and	
quality	of	housing	-	the	neighbourhood’s	residents	were	able	to	coexist	and	collaborate,	despite	
racial	and	class	tensions.	The	Lower	East	Side	was	stigmatised	for	its	ethnically-diverse	and	
working-class	character,	thus	leading	to	its	isolation	from	other	neighbourhoods	in	Manhattan.	
Despite	these	residents	experienced	a	cosmopolitan	life	there,	due	to	the	large	number	of	
immigrants,	as	well	as	the	densely	packed	quarters	and	crowded	environment	(Martinez	2010).	
	
The	Puerto	Ricans	played	a	significant	role	in	starting	social	movements	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	
Because	the	majority	of	Puerto	Ricans	arrived	later	than	other	ethnic	groups,	they	faced	many	
challenges	such	as	lack	of	numeric	majority,	no	political	or	organisational	power	as	an	ethnic	
faction,	less	resources	and	space,	and	apparent	discrimination	due	to	low-income	wages	and	their	
non-white	immigrant	status.	However,	they	pushed	back	and	got	involved	with	several	
movements	within	the	Lower	East	Side.	For	example,	in	the	1950s,	protests	from	Puerto	Rican	
politicians	successfully	allowed	them	to	live	on	then-new	housing	blocks	by	the	East	River.	They	
also	had	an	important	artistic	and	cultural	role	in	the	1950s	to	the	1970s.	They	contributed	to	
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creating	a	vibrant,	lively,	and	attractive	neighbourhood	for	artists	and	working-class	immigrants	
(Martinez	2010).	
	
It	is	important	to	acknowledge	how	this	historical	and	cultural	background	of	the	Lower	East	Side	
lead	to	the	community	gardens	that	formed	throughout	this	time.	The	first	recorded	garden	was	
started	by	Liz	Christy,	along	with	a	group	of	people	who	came	to	call	themselves	the	Green	
Guerrillas.	The	was	named	the	Liz	Christy	garden,	and	still	exists	today.	Their	success	inspired	
others	to	start	their	own	gardens,	and	the	Green	Guerrillas	evolved	into	a	non-profit	to	teach	
other	low	income	residents	to	farm	vacant	lots.	There	is	a	big	diversity	in	how	organised	the	
gardens	are	because	their	volunteers	are	based	on	the	local	communities.	This	sometimes	reflects	
the	ownership	status	of	the	gardens;	some	gardens	are	owned	through	trusts	for	public	land	
showing	a	sense	of	permanency,	and	others	that	are	illegal	squats	less	so	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
Many	different	types	of	community	gardens	exist	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	Most	of	the	gardens	are	
not	productive	food	gardens,	but	are	park	like	recreational	spaces.	Many	of	the	gardens	are	small	
and	principally	associated	with	Latinos,	and	some	are	screened	off	from	public	places	to	provide	
privacy	to	gardeners	and	others	who	live	there.	Their	gardeners	reflect	the	local	Puerto	Rican	
majority	and	are	either	family	oriented	or	casita	based.	The	casita	gardens	are	largely	run	by	men,	
typically	on	unleased	lands.	They	often	serve	as	spaces	of	socialisation	for	the	men	where	they	
drink	and	play	dominos,	even	sleep.	There	are	also	seven	big	gardens	in	Loisaida,	which	are	well	
kept,	more	productive,	and	ethnically	more	diverse.	However,	the	leadership	of	these	larger	public	
gardens	tend	to	be	mostly	educated,	white	and	media	savvy.	Some	of	the	other	gardens	are	run	by	
African	American,	others	by	schools,	some	by	churches	and	the	city	government	(Schmelzkopf	
1995).	
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4 Urban	Community	Gardening	and	Gentrification		
	
In	this	chapter	we	take	a	closer	look	at	gentrification	in	theory	and	practice,	and	study	how	
community	gardens	contribute	to	gentrification.	It	is	important	to	note	that	we	apply	both	
consumption	and	production	side	theories	of	gentrification	in	our	study.	First,	we	discuss	the	
economic	and	cultural	aspects	of	gentrification,	and	finally	apply	them	to	the	Lower	East	Side	and	
the	land	conflict	over	the	gardens	at	the	end	of	each	section.	
	
4.1	Economic	Gentrification	and	the	Lower	East	Side	
	
This	section	goes	into	depth	with	economic	models	of	gentrification	and	their	application	to	the	
gentrification	process	of	the	Lower	East	Side.	Sections	4.1.1	and	4.1.2	go	through	the	relevant	
production	side	theory,	emphasising	Smith’s	rent	gap	model	to	explain	the	interaction	of	
community	gardens	and	land	prices.	When	examining	the	production	of	gentrification	in	the	
Lower	East	Side	in	section	4.1.3,	we	put	a	particular	focus	on	the	actors	involved,	their	response	to	
market	conditions,	and	how	cyclical	movements	of	capital	create	these	conditions.		
	
4.1.1	Production	Side	Theory	
	
First,	this	section	goes	through	aspects	of	production	side	theory,	then	examines	the	rent	gap	
model	and	discusses	its	relation	to	community	gardens.	Finally,	we	reflect	the	broader	issues	of	
gentrification	in	relation	to	class	and	globalisation.	
	
Production	side	theory	emphasises	that	gentrification	is	a	structured	economic	process	rooted	in	
cycles	of	capital	accumulation.	These	are	driven	by	market	logic,	with	capital	seeking	the	highest	
rates	of	return	(Smith	1979).	However,	the	forces	of	gentrification	do	not	operate	in	abstract	but	
are	advanced	by	vested	interests	whose	decisions	influence	urban	development	over	decades.	Not	
only	are	private	actors	important,	but	city	governments	play	a	big	role	in	gentrification.	
Additionally,	the	outsourcing	of	manufacturing	jobs	associated	with	globalisation	causes	urban	
decline,	creating	the	preconditions	for	capital	reinvestment	(Martinez	2010;	Smith	2007).	
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When	discussing	production	side	theory,	we	refer	to	housing	stock	as	capital	stock	and	the	
degeneration	of	this	housing	as	capital	degradation.	This	degradation	occurs	over	long	periods	of	
time,	reflecting	the	life	expectancy	of	housing.	Due	to	the	capital-intensive	nature	of	urban	
development,	it	requires	big	institutions	and	substantial	monetary	investments	that	repay	
themselves	over	decades	to	finance	gentrification.	The	long	capital	cycles	are	also	influenced	by	
slow	changes	in	demography	(Lees	2008).		
	
Next	we	go	through	four	major	factors	that	account	for	and	contextualise	the	economic	conditions	
in	which	gentrification	occurs.	They	are	de-industrialisation,	suburbanisation,	capital	accumulation	
and	spatial	changes	in	the	global	economy.		
	
De-industrialisation:	The	de-industrialisation	of	the	core	of	global	manufacturing	in	London,	
Manchester,	New	York,	Chicago,	and	other	cities	occurred	as	factories	relocated	to	cheaper	land	in	
the	urban	periphery	(Smith	1979),	and	then	entirely	overseas	in	search	of	cheap	labour	and	lax	
regulation	(Waugh	2009).	This	trend	caused	urban	recessions	in	the	1970s	as	workers	were	laid	off	
and	capital	stock	in	the	urban	core	was	in	decline	(Smith	1979).	The	relocation	of	factories	also	left	
many	industrial	sites	unused	(Smith	1979),	creating	to	so-called	'brown	field	sites'	(Waugh	2009,	
441).	Instead,	construction	occurred	on	the	urban	periphery	where	land	was	cheapest,	associated	
with	a	sub-urban	growth	in	capital	stock.	The	extension	of	the	urban	frontier	increased	the	real	
value	of	land	in	the	urban	core.	As	land	use	became	increasingly	competitive,	location	became	
increasingly	valuable.	However,	poor	quality	housing	stock	and	social	problems	associated	with	
the	inner	city	discouraged	reinvestment	(Smith	1979).	
	
Suburbanisation:	Throughout	the	1950s,	1960s	and	1970s	suburbanisation	was	a	major	trend	that	
saw	the	outward	expansion	the	of	the	city.	There	was	a	cultural	element	to	suburbanisation	
reflected	in	the	ideal	of	the	nuclear	family	and	home	ownership.	It	was	heavily	reliant	upon	a	mass	
use	of	the	automobile	to	function.	Suburbanisation	was	also	the	best	form	of	reinvestment	at	the	
time	for	over-accumulated	capital	due	to	the	depression	of	profits	in	manufacturing	and	lesser	
profits	of	retrofitting	capital	stock	of	inner	cities	(Lees	2008).	
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Profit	Margins	and	Capital	Accumulation:	The	economy	follows	cyclically	expands	and	contracts,	
and	capital	always	seeks	the	highest	rate	of	return.	In	the	wake	of	sustained	economic	expansion	
overall	profit	rates	tend	to	fall,	creating	the	need	for	new	spheres	of	capital	expansion	to	sustain	
high	profit	margins	(Smith	1979).	The	disinvestment	in	American	manufacturing	in	the	1970s	
reflects	the	over-accumulation	of	capital	and	falling	rates	of	return	in	the	sector.	This	created	the	
need	for	new	markets	to	sustain	high	capital	returns.	The	construction	of	suburban	housing	
accomplished	this	for	a	time.	Eventually	this	market	too	would	saturate,	capital	would	over-
accumulate	and	rates	of	return	would	drop,	once	again	creating	the	incentive	to	expand	
elsewhere	(Lees	2008).	The	new	frontier	was	the	neglected	inner	city	that	had	been	allowed	to	
depreciate	because	overall	rates	of	return	were	higher	in	peripheral	construction.	Sustained	
degradation	of	capital	stock	depreciated	the	price	of	the	inner	city	properties,	although	the	actual	
land	was	increasingly	valuable.	This	created	rent	gap	conditions	facilitating	the	next	cycle	of	capital	
accumulation:	gentrification	(Smith	1979).	
	
Spatial	Changes	in	the	Global	Economy:	To	understand	gentrification	we	must	look	at	changes	in	
spatial	demands	in	the	globalised	economy	caused	by	reductions	in	transport	cost,	a	spread	of	
component	manufacture	and	assembly,	and	the	centralisation	of	management.	Due	to	
containerisation,	costs	of	transport	have	fallen	drastically,	allowing	for	manufacture	to	be	based	to	
a	greater	degree	on	comparative	advantage.	The	spatial	decentralisation	of	manufacturing	can	be	
seen	by	the	production	of	components	in	one	place	and	the	assembly	of	these	components	into	a	
finished	product	in	another	location.	This	decentralised	network	of	production	is	possible	due	to	
the	drop	in	transport	costs	and	the	cheaper	labour	available	by	the	globalisation	(Waugh	2009).	
	
However,	executive	management	of	this	structure	tends	to	be	centralised.	The	concentration	of	
information	flow	and	management	places	a	premium	on	office	space	at	the	core	of	the	global	
cities,	such	as	New	York	and	London.	The	transnational	shareholders	and	executives	of	these	
companies,	and	the	office	workers	that	staff	them,	create	a	vast	demand	for	proximate	urban	
housing	(Smith	1979).	In	this	way	the	globalisation	of	the	economy	creates	the	conditions	for	
gentrification	in	locations	such	as	New	York.	Where	exactly	the	gentrification	will	occur,	follows	
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the	primal	instinct	of	capital,	namely	wherever	the	returns	are	highest.	In	other	words,	that	means	
where	the	rent	gap	is	greatest.		
	
4.1.1 Rent	Gap	Model	
	
Rent	gap	theory	operationalises	the	difference	between	ground	rent	and	potential	rent	of	a	given	
property.	This	incentivises	developers	to	capitalise	on	the	difference.	Though	a	swath	of	social	and	
economic	aspects	contextualises	specific	instances	of	gentrification,	Smith	posits	the	rent	gap	as	
the	proximate	cause	(Smith	1979).	
	
Today,	land	and	construction	upon	it	are	commodities.	Although	they	are	spatially	fixed,	their	
value	remains	in	flux	in	accordance	to	market	forces.	Construction	on	the	land	affects	its	value	and	
the	rent	the	landlord	can	demand.	As	land	and	construction	upon	it	are	inseparable,	the	value	of	
land	and	construction	is	combined	into	the	ground	rent	that	tenants	pay	for	use.		The	land	itself	
doesn’t	require	maintenance	in	order	to	be	continuously	valuable,	but	however,	the	construction	
upon	it	does.	Buildings	require	maintenance	lest	their	value	declines.	This	capital	depreciation	
occurs	inevitably	over	long	periods.	Though	the	depreciation	of	the	construction	on	the	land	may	
negatively	affect	the	market	price	of	both	combined,	the	value	of	the	land	itself,	usually	due	to	its	
location	in	the	urban	landscape,	may	increase	(Smith	1979).	
	
The	turnover	period	of	urban	capital	stock	is	long,	and	therefore	profits	accrued	from	their	
redevelopment	are	collected	over	an	equally	long	term.	The	economic	reality	of	this	is	that	the	act	
of	gentrification	requires	considerable	capital	investment.	A	developer	interested	in	gentrifying	
must	involve	banks	or	government	agencies	as	lenders	to	finance	the	operation.	Capital	
depreciation	of	inner	city	areas	creates	the	conditions	profitable	reinvestment	and	the	resulting	
capital	accumulation.	The	fulcrum	of	this	process	is	the	relationship	between	the	value	of	land	and	
property;	the	divergence	or	‘gap’	that	occurs	between	them	(Smith	1979).	
	
Consumer	sovereignty	theories	see	changes	in	the	urban	landscape	reflecting	the	ebbs	and	flows	
of	social	trends	expressed	in	the	housing	market	and	that	aggregate	demand	conditions	stimulate	
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the	supply	of	gentrified	housing.	Typically,	consumer	sovereignty	theory	places	less	emphasis	on	
other	actors	than	consumers.	A	core	argument	in	production	side	theory	is	that	key	public	and	
private	actors	shape	the	market.	Therefore,	the	long	turnover	of	capital	investments	means	their	
decisions	shape	urban	landscapes	over	decades	(Smith	1979).	
	
Smith	lays	out	four	categories	of	which	we	will	use	two	to	operationalise	the	rent	gap	model:	
capitalised	ground	rent	and	potential	ground	rent.	
	
Capitalised	ground	rent:	For	the	use	the	land	and	the	buildings	upon	it,	the	landlord	makes	a	claim	
of	ground	rent	on	its	inhabitants.	This	it	the	capitalised	ground	rent,	the	actual	money	the	landlord	
extracts	from	his	customers,	representing	surplus	value	generated	by	the	site.	
	
Potential	ground	rent:	The	landlord	of	a	site	can	extract	a	sum	of	rent	in	proportion	to	the	
condition	of	his	property.	Due	to	changes	in	the	premium	placed	on	location,	a	property	could	
command	higher	rent	if	redeveloped.	The	bigger	the	gap	between	this	potential	ground	rent	and	
the	capitalised	ground	rent,	the	greater	the	incentive	is	to	redevelop	and	gentrify	the	property	and	
area	surrounding	it.	
	
This	is	the	rent	gap,	produced	by	the	depreciation	of	capital,	that	encourages	gentrification.	
Capital	stock	goes	through	cycles	of	development	and	decline.	Even	with	appropriate	maintenance	
the	nominal	value	of	a	house	will	fall.	For	example,	many	inner	city	areas	in	the	USA	and	Europe	
were	built	in	the	19th	or	20th	century,	and	as	their	value	depreciates	the	ground	rent	that	can	be	
commanded,	consequently	declines.	However,	continuous	development	at	the	urban	periphery	
eventually	increases	the	actual	value	of	land	near	the	core.	This	raises	the	potential	ground	rent.	
The	gap	is	a	necessary	precondition	for	private	developers	to	reinvest	and	renew	the	housing	
stock	of	an	area	and	to	gentrify	it.	If	there	was	no	gap,	then	one	would	not	expect	to	see	
gentrification	as	it	would	mean	that	the	potential	ground	rent	is	fully	capitalised,	thus	leaving	no	
profitable	incentive	to	redevelop	the	area.	When	there	is	a	sufficient	gap,	private	developers	
working	in	conjunction	with	construction	companies,	financial	institutions	and	the	state	will	
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purchase	and	redevelop	areas,	capitalising	on	the	gap	between	the	actual	and	potential	rent	
(Smith	1979).	
	
In	relation	to	our	project	we	believe	community	gardens	can	increase	the	rent	gap.	The	potential	
ground	rent	is	a	reflection	of	the	market	demand	for	these	sites	if	they	are	redeveloped,	and	
community	gardens	could	potentially	increase	this	demand.	For	this	reason,	real	estate	developers	
incorporate	the	inclusion	of	green	spaces	and	gardens	into	their	development	plans	in	order	to	
increase	marketability	of	their	properties.	Many	community	gardens	are	started	in	areas	of	urban	
decay	and	thereafter	become	vibrant,	attracting	interest	and	attention	from	outside.	This	could	
increase	value	of	property	associated	with	the	garden,	widening	the	rent	gap	further.	If	it	becomes	
wide	enough,	it	can	be	catalyst	for	redevelopment	and	possibly	eventual	displacement	of	the	
original	inhabitants	(McClintock	2014).	
	
We	can	examine	this	uneasy	relationship	between	community	gardening	and	gentrification	by	
looking	at	our	case	study	of	the	Lower	East	Side	of	New	York	City.	Here	a	battle	for	the	community	
gardens	erupted	between	local	gardeners	and	real	estate	developers	seeking	to	exploit	the	
underutilised	(in	their	eyes)	property	(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
4.1.2 Application	to	the	Lower	East	Side	
	
This	section	examines	how	gentrification	occurred	in	New	York	and	the	Lower	East	Side	and	what	
effect	the	community	gardens	had,	by	applying	the	rent	gap	model	to	macroeconomic	events	from	
1970-2000.	This	is	done	by	analysing	patterns	of	disinvestment	and	reinvestment.	We	also	look	at	
what	factors	in	particular	made	community	gardens	attractive	to	redevelopment.	To	conclude,	we	
review	the	shortcomings	of	this	approach	and	what	can	be	done	in	the	future	to	avoid	them.		
	
Gentrification	in	New	York	City	occurred	in	three	distinct	waves.	The	first	ranged	from	1960	to	the	
mid	1970s,	the	second	from	1977-1987	and	the	third	from	1994	and	onwards.	These	waves	of	
gentrification	follow	broad	macroeconomic	trends	in	the	American	economy	and	are	tied	in	
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particular	to	the	fluctuations	of	New	York's	stock	exchange.	The	waves	are	characterised	by	cycles	
of	divestment	and	then	reinvestment	(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).		
	
Image	1:	Map	of	Manhattan	
	
Source:	Created	by	the	authors,	image	from	the	New	York	Times	2006.		
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	The	first	wave	saw	only	sporadic	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	However,	Soho	and	
Greenwich	village,	adjacent	districts	(see	image	1),	experienced	high	capital	investment	and	
gentrification.	This	priced	out	many	people,	particularly	the	creative	class,	from	these	areas	who	
then	moved	to	the	Lower	East	Side	in	search	of	cheap	rents.	These	migrants	would	help	facilitate	
the	next	wave.	During	the	latter	half	of	this	period	many	iconic	community	gardens,	such	as	Liz	
Christy’s	Garden,	were	founded	(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999;	Schmelzkopf	1995).				
	
The	second	wave	saw	sustained	capital	investments	over	nearly	a	decade	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	
The	planning	for	this	was	done	in	conjunction	by	local	planning	councils	and	the	HPD	(the	
Department	of	Housing	Preservation	and	Development),	accommodating	both	the	need	for	low	
income	housing	and	market	rate	housing.	A	number	of	these	lots	were	community	gardens.	The	
proliferation	of	art	galleries	from	a	handful	to	over	70	by	1987	reflected	the	demographic	changes	
underway.	The	influx	of	artists,	young	professionals	and	students	worsened	the	housing	shortage,	
ultimately	leading	to	clashes	between	the	homeless,	activists	and	police.	The	wave	peaked	in	1987	
with	skyrocketing	rents.	Shortly	thereafter	the	stock	market	crashed,	landing	New	York	in	a	
protracted	recession	that	lasted	until	1994	(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).	
	
During	the	recession,	New	York	lost	770,000	jobs,	equivalent	to	8%	of	its	workforce.	Liquidity	was	
restricted	and	the	construction	industry	ground	to	a	near	stop.	New	housing	was	being	made	at	
below	the	replacement	rate,	causing	the	degradation	of	New	York’s	capital	housing	stock.	
Capitalised	ground	rents	declined	by	30	to	40	percent,	widening	the	rent	gap	(N.	Smith	and	
DeFilippis	1999).	This	prompted	many	landlords	to	abandon	their	property	which	was	reclaimed	
by	the	city.	Approximately	11,000	lots	were	conferred	from	private	to	public	ownership.	The	
disinvestment	in	real	estate	caused	many	buildings	to	fall	into	disrepair,	reducing	their	actual	
value	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	These	trends,	however,	were	conducive	to	the	spread	of	urban	
community	gardens.	During	this	decade	many	were	officially	recognised	by	OGT	(Operation	Green	
Thumb)	and	the	city	tolerated	them	as	a	creative	use	of	what	was	considered	worthless	land	
(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
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By	1994	the	stock	market	was	rebounding	considerably,	accompanied	by	record	high	investments	
in	the	real	estate	industry.	New	York’s	reintegration	into	the	core	of	the	globalised	economy	
caused	a	surge	in	demand	for	land.	The	combination	of	low	property	values,	large	capital	
investments	and	increased	interest	by	the	upper-middle	class	in	settling	Manhattan	created	fertile	
conditions	for	gentrification.	The	many	years	of	divestment	had	depreciated	New	York’s	capital	
stock	considerably	and	depressed	capitalised	ground	rents.	The	surge	in	demand	caused	a	rise	in	
potential	ground	rents	(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).	The	Giuliani	administration	backed	this	
process	by	auctioning	gardens,	the	first	several	in	1992,	over	a	hundred	in	1994	and	multiple	times	
after	that.	The	city	made	‘plans	to	sell	many	buildings	and	lots	it	had	acquired	through	tax	
foreclosures	to	developers	of	market-rate	housing’	(Schmelzkopf	1995,	15).	Many	have	said	that	
part	of	this	motivation	was	the	return	of	favours	to	political	donors	(Martinez	2010).	The	
community	gardens	would	be	at	the	centre	of	this	upcoming	land	conflict.	
	
Land	suitable	for	community	gardens	such	as	a	central	location	and	access	to	light	were	for	the	
same	reasons	also	conducive	to	development.	The	gardens	were	considered	by	developers	and	
city	government	to	be	low	intensity	use	of	now	valuable	urban	space	(Martinez	2010;	Schmelzkopf	
1995).	High	intensity	use	would	be	reflected	in	how	much	capitalised	ground	rent	could	be	
extracted	from	the	site.	For	an	urban	garden	this	number	was	zero	(N.	Smith	1979).		
	
Two	factors	made	it	easier	and	cheaper	for	real	estate	developers	to	utilise	community	garden	
sites	for	development.	Firstly,	the	sites	were	empty	(except	for	the	gardens)	and	so	could	be	
quickly	prepared	for	construction.	There	would	be	no	associated	demolition	or	renovation	costs.	
Rather	than	renovate	old	buildings	completely,	new	ones	could	be	constructed	with	up	to	date	
designs	and	material.	This	also	increased	the	potential	ground	rent	they	would	be	able	to	
command	as	the	newest	capital	stock	has	higher	value	(N.	Smith	1979).	Secondly,	the	city	held	
legal	rights	to	the	gardens	and	was	willing	to	sell	them	very	cheaply.	It	was	easier	to	claim	those	
sites	than	decrepit	tenement	buildings	that	were	occupied	as	their	tenants	did	have	some	legal	
rights	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).		
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In	addition	to	this	the	largest	and	most	public	community	gardens	had	the	effect	of	attracting	
people	who	wanted	to	live	near	them,	increasing	the	demand	on	the	already	stressed	supply	of	
housing.	This	along	with	other	factors	increased	the	property	prices	in	the	Lower	East	Side,	
displacing	many	(Martinez	2010).	The	number	of	homeless	increased	15%	between	1994	and	1997	
(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).	On	the	ground	this	could	be	seen	as	a	steady	shift	in	the	
demographic	of	community	gardens,	as	they	become	whiter	(Martinez	2010).		
	
By	the	2000s	the	process	of	gentrification	was	half	successful.	Many	of	the	gardens	had	been	
saved	by	community	action	and	a	semblance	of	the	Lower	East	Side’s	original	ethnic	composition	
had	been	maintained	by	earmarked	low	income	housing,	but	by	and	large	new	social	and	
economic	groups	had	come	to	dominate	in	the	Lower	East	Side	(Martinez	2010).	It	can	be	said	that	
the	community	gardens	contributed	both	to	why	gentrification	had	taken	place	and	also	why	it	
had	not	been	quite	complete.	
	
4.1.3 Mapping	the	Gentrification	and	Community	Gardens	
	
A	weakness	of	this	project	is	that	there	are	no	quantitative	studies	investigating	the	specific	
relationship	between	community	gardens	and	gentrification	by	using	the	rent	gap	model.	With	the	
data	available	we	could	only	analyse	the	overall	pattern	of	gentrification	and	then	compare	the	
effect	and	influence	of	community	gardens	qualitatively.	We	did	this	by	looking	at	the	conflicts	
over	the	gardens	by	real	estate	developers	and	gardeners.	We	do	think	there	is	a	method	that	can	
be	adopted	to	examine	this	causality.	
	
In	studying	the	gentrification	of	the	Lower	East	Side	Neil	Smith	mapped	out	the	frontier	by	
examining	patterns	of	divestment	and	reinvestment.	The	particular	structure	of	property	rights	in	
New	York	made	it	a	rational	market	choice	for	landlords	to	simply	semi-abandon	the	property	by	
not	paying	taxes	once	the	capitalised	ground	rent	fell	below	a	certain	threshold	that	made	upkeep	
unprofitable.	Landlords	could	be	delinquent	on	tax	payment	for	three	years	before	the	city	would	
repossess	properties.	At	any	time	before	these	landlords	could	repay	taxes	to	reclaim	the	
property,	the	only	monetary	consequence	an	interest	on	back	taxes	owed.	This	effectively	made	
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back	taxes	a	source	of	loan	capital,	encouraging	the	practice	of	abandonment	(N.	Smith	1979;	N.	
Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).	
	
By	quantifying	these	tax	arrears	(an	arrear	is	a	sum	of	overdue	money	owed)	and	mapping	out	
their	locations,	Neil	Smith	generated	a	map	of	disinvestment	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	These	
locations	are	those	where	capitalised	ground	rent	is	smallest	and	the	places	with	the	highest	
potential	rent	gap.	Therefore,	one	would	expect	them	to	be	the	primary	sites	of	reinvestment	and	
gentrification.	One	sees	that	total	tax	arrears	correlate	closely	with	the	overall	performance	of	the	
economy	and	the	stock	market	between	1977	and	1996	(N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999).	
	
Figure	1:	Tax	Arrears	in	New	York	1975-96
	
Source:	Figure	from	N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999,	644. 
	
The	peaks	in	the	curve	(see	figure	1)	are	times	of	the	highest	disinvestment,	correlating	with	the	
overall	recessions	in	the	1970s	and	the	fiscal	crisis	starting	in	1987	and	ending	in	1994.	
Correspondingly,	the	valleys	are	times	of	reinvestment	in	real	estate	markets	and	gentrification.	
By	mapping	sites	of	tax	arrears	and	urban	redevelopment	in	the	Lower	East	Side	one	can	see	these	
patterns	in	the	urban	landscape	and	see	the	frontiers	of	investment	and	gentrification	(N.	Smith	
and	DeFilippis	1999).	
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What	one	sees,	is	that	the	majority	of	divestment	occurs	between	1988-93	and	that	the	lion's	
share	of	reinvestment	takes	place	from	1991-95,	largely	in	areas	that	have	already	been	divested	
and	where	property	values	presumably	are	lowest.	The	pattern	also	corresponds	to	places	with	tax	
arrears,	and	one	can	actually	see	that	locations	that	did	not	experience	abandonment	also	had	the	
least	gentrification.	
	
Figure	2:	Map	of	divestment	and	reinvestment,	New	York	1975-96
	
Source:	Figure	from	N.	Smith	and	DeFilippis	1999,	645	and	646,	respectively.	 
	
By	using	a	similar	methodology	to	map	trends	of	urban	divestment	and	reinvestment,	and	
integrating	them	with	maps	of	community	gardens,	one	would	be	able	to	see	whether	locations	
with	higher	densities	of	gardens	also	experienced	higher	rates	of	reinvestment,	similarly	as	in	
figure	2.	They	may	of	course	have	the	opposite	effect	due	to	two	factors.	First,	the	gardens	could	
reduce	divestment	by	stimulating	community	maintenance	of	capital	housing	stock,	or	second,	the	
political	resistance	they	engender	could	thwart	successful	reinvestment.	It	would	be	the	ambition	
of	a	future	project	to	fill	this	knowledge	gap	by	quantifying	this	hypothesis.	In	this	project	we	have	
strived	to	lay	down	the	theoretical	foundation	for	it.	
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4.1.4 Summary	of	Economical	Gentrification	
	
The	gentrification	process	in	the	Lower	East	Side	corresponded	closely	with	larger	macroeconomic	
trends.	The	cycles	of	divestment	and	reinvestment	associated	with	these	trends	created	rent	gap	
conditions	in	which	gentrification	could	occur.	A	number	of	key	actors	facilitated	this	process,	in	
particular,	the	Giuliani	administration	working	closely	with	real	estate	developers	and	financial	
institutions.	The	gentrification	was	most	acutely	felt	in	the	Lower	East	Side	and	was	characterised	
by	intense	conflicts	over	the	right	to	the	community	gardens.	For	a	variety	of	reasons,	as	stated	
above,	the	gardens	increased	both	the	value	and	rent	gap	of	surrounding	land	and	were	
themselves	locations	with	the	highest	rent	gaps	and,	therefore,	prime	locations	for	real	estate	
development.	Consequently,	this	contributed	to	the	gentrification	of	Lower	East	Side.			
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4.2 Sociocultural	Gentrification	
	
This	section	examines	how	urban	community	gardens	contribute	to	cultural	gentrification.	First,	
we	look	at	the	theoretical	models	for	the	social	and	cultural	aspects	of	gentrification,	including	
both	its	causes	and	consequences,	such	as	changes	in	class	demography,	stores,	and	services	in	
the	Lower	East	Side.	New	people	are	attracted	to	the	area	not	only	for	economic	reasons	but	for	
cultural	reasons	too,	such	as	the	area	being	near	a	hip	music	scene	or	in	our	case,	access	to	
community	gardening,	which	makes	the	area	vibrant.	Secondly,	we	apply	our	sociocultural	model	
to	how	the	Lower	East	Side	experienced	gentrification	in	the	context	of	their	community	gardens.	
Recall	also	that	sociocultural	gentrification	belongs	with	the	consumption	side	theory	school	of	
thought,	as	opposed	to	production	side	theory	where	rent	gat	theory	belongs.	In	such	a	view,	
cultural	gentrification	reflects	aggregate	changes	in	consumer	demand	for	urban	living	in	New	
York.		
	
4.2.1 Consumption	Side	Theory	
	
London	and	Palen	(1984)	describe	gentrification	as	a	process	of	‘urban	reinvasion’	(ibid,	14)	by	
large	numbers	of	middle-class	residents	moving	back	to	cities,	rather	than	the	suburbs.	As	we	will	
examine	further	in	this	section,	urban	reinvasion,	or	relocation,	can	lead	to	gentrification.	London	
and	Palen	(1984)	organised	the	causes	of	gentrification	into	five	categories,	one	of	them	being	
sociocultural	causes.	We	will	apply	their	use	of	sociocultural	factors	to	understand	how	
community	gardens	contribute	to	gentrification	from	a	consumption	side	perspective.		
	
London	and	Palen	(1984)	describe	the	sociocultural	reasons	for	why	people	move	back	to	urban	
areas.	Social	and	cultural	factors	are	based	on	beliefs,	attitudes,	and	ideas	of	where	and	how	to	
live.	Sociocultural	theory	suggests	that	no	‘ecological	phenomenon’	(ibid,	16)	can	be	completely	
understood	if	one	does	not	account	for	cultural	values	motivating	human	behaviour	in	processes	
such	as	gentrification.	Sociocultural	theory	describes	two	proximate	causes	for	urban	reinvasion,	
which	can	lead	to	gentrification.	The	first	is	new	shared	styles,	fashions	and	tastes	that	make	areas	
more	desirable.	The	second	is	changing	cultural	values	in	personal	and	collective	identity	and	their	
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expression	in	consumer	preferences.	These	factors	create	the	sociocultural	reasons	for	upper	and	
middle-class	migration	to	the	inner	city	(London	and	Palen	1984).		
	
The	first	cause	leading	to	gentrification	through	urban	reinvasion	involves	changes	in	trends,	
lifestyle	changes,	attitudes,	and	values	(London	and	Palen	1984).	These	are	manifested	in	where	it	
is	considered	hip	to	live,	and	it	follows	that	people	will	want	to	move	to	these	areas.	People	tend	
to	make	consumer	choices	that	reflect	and	maintain	their	ideas	about	what	defines	them.	When	
choosing	where	to	live,	people	will	often	move	to	areas	that	reflect	their	personal	and	social	
needs.	A	community	garden	will	make	an	area	more	attractive	to	certain	kinds	of	people,	for	
example	young	environmentalists	or	middle-class	families	interested	in	safe,	natural	space	for	
family	recreation.	Since	the	environmental	movement’s	expansion	in	the	1970s,	urban	community	
gardens	have	risen	up	in	popularity	(Breslav,	cited	in	Schmelzkopf	1995).		
	
The	second	cause	of	urban	reinvasion	-	as	stated	by	London	and	Palen	(1984),	that	can	lead	to	
gentrification,	involves	deeper,	more	abstract	notions	that	shape	and	reflect	a	community's	ideals.	
Cultural	diversity	and	urban	values	play	a	major	role	in	‘the	search	for	a	transcendent	community	
experience’	(London	and	Palen	1984,	16).	Especially	young,	educated	people	chose	to	live	in	the	
inner	city	to	live	according	to	their	values.	
	
	By	and	large,	this	cohort	was	educated	during	the	middle	sixties	to	early	seventies.	At	that	time,	
new	values	were	emerging	that	included	a	regard	for	community	participation,	shared	living	
experiences,	self-help	and	cooperative	efforts,	and	an	ecological	ideology	that	stressed	
preservation	(London	and	Palen	1984,	2).	
	
Young,	educated	people	move	to	the	inner	city	due	to	values	that	they	believe	the	district	offers.	
This	subtly	resembles	notions	of	ideology	and	utopia,	according	to	Allen	(cited	in	London	and	
Palen	1984).	Therefore,	people	might	be	moving	to	an	area	based	on	even	subconscious	notions	
instilled	in	them	due	to	their	surrounding	environment.		
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Whether	drawn	by	a	hip	new	trend	or	in	search	of	certain	type	of	community	greater	than	one	
found	in	the	suburbs,	rapid	rates	of	resettlement	will	occur	if	an	area	is	deemed	appropriate	and	a	
viable	place	to	live,	in	terms	of	cultural	value	(London	and	Palen	1984).		
	
4.2.2 Applied	Consumption	Side	Theory	
	
In	the	1970s	the	Lower	East	Side	experienced	a	deterioration	of	social	conditions	and	
neighbourhood	housing	due	to	lack	of	government	funding.	The	Lower	East	Side	community	
organised	self-help	groups	to	provide	the	necessary	services	unmet	by	the	city	government.	
Community	gardens	were	significant	in	sustaining	and	proliferating	the	praxis	of	self-help	
(Martinez	2010).	This	is	a	possible	factor	that	appealed	to	the	changing	cultural	values	within	
artists	at	the	time,	causing	them	to	relocate	to	the	Lower	East	Side	in	the	1980s.		
	
The	1980s	brought	gentrification	to	the	Lower	East	Side.	Young,	hip	artists	were	originally	drawn	
to	the	area	due	to	low	rent	rates,	but	as	they	arrived	they	turned	the	less-than-desirable	
atmosphere	of	the	Lower	East	Side	into	a	quirky	aesthetic	district,	making	the	area	desirable	to	
gentrifiers	too	(Martinez	2010).	Here	we	can	see	that	the	sociocultural	factors	caused	the	artists	to	
move	to	the	Lower	East	Side,	thus	leading	to	gentrification.	
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Image	2:	Community	Gardens	as	Spaces	of	Performance	
	
Source:	Image	by	Marlis	Momber,	in	Martinez	2010,	45. 
	
Artists	created	a	local	art	movement	that	encouraged	and	celebrated	what	the	Lower	East	Side	
had	to	offer.	The	art	movement	overflowed	into	the	gardening	scene.	Many	gardens	became	
performance	spaces,	as	seen	in	image	x,	where	a	local	poet	Will	Sales	is	performing	in	the	garden	
in	1984.	Many	gardens	also	saw	the	emergence	of	murals	and	sculptures.	The	positive	effects	of	
the	art	movements	helped	to	market	the	Lower	East	Side	to	potential	gentrifiers	as	a	‘new	
bohemia’	(Martinez	2010,	19),	which	led	to	a	revitalised	interest	and	renewed	investment	in	the	
area	bringing	in	clubs,	restaurants,	art	galleries,	and	bars	(Martinez	2010).		
	
In	conclusion,	we	can	see	how	sociocultural	factors	caused	by	both	new	trends	and	deeper	
cultural	values,	have	led	to	urban	reinvasion	in	the	Lower	East	Side,	contributing	to	the	
gentrification	of	the	area.		
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4.3 Ecological	Gentrification		
	
Ecological	or	environmental	gentrification	can	be	defined	as	a	phenomenon	that	takes	place	when	
a	green	project	has	been	conducted,	and	results	in	the	gentrification	of	the	area	(Dooling	2009).	
Green	projects	can	raise	the	value	of	the	land	and	property	in	the	surrounding	area,	which	could	
force	the	original	residents	to	relocate	if	they	cannot	afford	the	rising	rent	and	expensive	services	
in	the	area.		
	
The	mayor	of	New	York	City,	Michael	Bloomberg,	has	been	supporting	greening	projects	of	New	
York	City	(Martinez	2010),	for	example	the	High	Line	in	the	West	Side	(Friends	of	the	High	Line	
2014).	Green	projects	are	presented	as	positive	developments,	as	the	city	nominally	becomes	
more	sustainable.	At	the	same	time	big	green	area	projects	can	boost	the	city's	economy	and	
promote	gentrification,	as	the	property	prices	around	a	green	area	rise.	New	businesses	open	and	
older,	less-wealthy	residents	move	away	to	give	space	to	richer	residents	who	make	use	of	newer,	
more	expensive	services	(Checker	2011).	For	example,	by	making	the	High	Line	into	a	tourist	
attraction,	the	surrounding	area’s	prices	have	risen	and	old	businesses	were	forced	to	relocate	or	
quit	(Haffner	2015).		
	
This	raises	the	question	of	how	the	greening	of	the	cities	should	be	done,	who	benefits	from	it	and	
how	the	decisions	are	made.	The	challenge	lies	in	how	to	make	the	city	'just	green	enough’	
(Curran	and	Hamilton	2012;	Wolch	et	al	2014).	
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4.4 Conclusion	
	
In	summary,	we	have	examined	gentrification	using	the	theories	of	Neil	Smith,	London	and	Palen	
and	Sarah	Dooling.	We	examined	how	their	theories	took	shape	in	the	gentrification	process	of	
the	Lower	East	Side	and	what	effect	community	gardens	had	in	this	process.	We	saw	that	
community	gardens	can	be	both	latent	and	proximate	causes	of	gentrification.	They	can	raise	the	
rent	gap	of	surrounding	areas	and	are	themselves	sites	with	potentially	the	highest	rent	gap.	The	
gardens	themselves	are	therefore	prime	sites	of	development	and	gentrification.		
	
The	gardens	contributed	to	creating	a	cultural	scene	that	attracted	artists,	youths,	and	
professionals	who	acted	as	initial	gentrifiers	in	the	area.	These	settlers	altered	the	character	of	the	
Lower	East	Side	to	an	extent	that	facilitated	the	next	wave	of	gentrifiers.	The	positive	social	effects	
of	the	community	gardens	in	creating	spaces	of	safety	and	inclusion	was	attractive	to	families	and	
environmentalists.	The	amenities	and	services	that	were	available	began	to	reflect	these	changes,	
facilitating	further	gentrification.	Though	difficult	to	quantify,	the	community	gardens	did	have	a	
contributory	effect	on	gentrification	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	
	
However,	the	community	gardens	were	not	passive	participants	in	the	gentrification	process.	The	
gardeners	and	the	communities	they	belonged	to	were	often	the	most	active	opponents	to	
gentrification.	During	the	1990s	the	most	intense	struggles	were	fought	over	the	community	
gardens,	and	in	many	cases	the	gardeners	won.	The	struggle	changed	both	the	rights	of	gardeners	
and	of	capital	to	access	the	city	space.	Next	we	turn	to	how	community	gardens	created	spaces	of	
resistance.	
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5 Spaces	of	Resistance	
	
In	this	chapter	we	look	at	how	community	gardens	create	spaces	of	empowerment	that	help	their	
communities	resist	gentrification	and	other	forms	of	marginalisation.	These	community	gardens	
and	the	political	movements	centred	around	them	are	deeply	influenced	by	their	cultural	history.	
The	character	of	the	Lower	East	Side	is	defined	by	the	waves	of	immigrants	that	settled	there	
(Martinez	2010),	and	the	organisations	they	built	to	sustain	themselves	in	the	face	of	
disinvestment	by	the	city	government.	With	the	revitalisation	of	New	York	City	following	its	
reintegration	in	the	globalised	economy,	these	communities	have	been	under	ever	increasing	
pressure	to	gentrify	their	neighbourhoods	into	apartments	for	the	middle	and	upper	managerial	
class	employed	in	Manhattan.	This	sparked	a	conflict	between	the	communities	and	real-estate	
developers,	often	backed	by	the	city	government,	over	rights	to	land	and	ownership	of	the	
gardens	(Martinez	2010).	We	examine	two	things	in	this	chapter.	First,	how	these	community	
gardens	were	centres	of	resistance,	and	secondly,	how	non-capitalist	and	capitalist	structures	are	
transformed	by	their	struggle	to	assert	themselves.		
	
5.1 Shaping	Resistive	Praxis	
	
The	experience	of	urban	community	gardening	to	create	community	spaces,	provides	for	unmet	
social	needs,	or	as	a	political	exercise	is	fundamental	to	forming	what	scholars	call	resistive	praxis.	
Resistive	praxis	is	a	term	that	describes	how	local	knowledge	and	culture	on	an	individual	and	
community	level	is	shaped	by	shared	history	and	experience.	These	shared	experiences	shape	how	
people	understand	the	world,	their	place	in	it,	and	therefore	also	how	they	enact	political	struggle.	
It	is	very	important	in	forming	personal	identity	and	thus	also	group	identity,	the	aggregate	of	
common	shared	experience.	This	praxis	is	inherited,	as	parents	pass	on	their	values,	traditions	and	
memories	to	their	children	(Martinez	2010).	
	
The	resistive	praxis	of	the	Lower	East	Side,	although	carrying	some	broad	common	tendencies,	is	
as	varied	as	the	many	ethnic	groups	that	populate	it.	Each	group's	resistive	praxis	gives	a	special	
flavour	to	their	method	of	staging	a	demonstration,	such	as	the	pageantry	of	the	Puerto	Ricans	of	
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Loisaida	(Martinez	2010).	The	Lower	East	Side	is	characterised	by	a	complex	social	ecology	that	
shares	a	common	experience	of	being	a	working	class	neighbourhood	made	up	largely	of	
immigrant	populations.	Their	close	proximity	to	the	wealthy	core	of	New	York	City’s	central	
business	district	has	often	made	them	rub	shoulders	with	wealthier	and	predominantly	white	
neighbours,	the	same	groups	who	are	the	main	beneficiaries	of	gentrification.	This	proximity	
causes	tensions:	
	
Newcomers	often	demand	more	vigilant	policing	in	order	to	feel	safe,	with	the	result	that	young	
minority	males	experience	greater	police	harassment	and	surveillance	when	using	public	spaces.	All	
of	these	concrete	issues	crystallize	spatial	antagonisms	that	inevitably	become	part	of	the	political	
process	(Martinez	2010,	57).	
	
Community	gardens	as	spaces	of	resistance	are	the	expression	of	local	resistive	praxis	in	the	face	
of	what	is	perceived	to	be	hostile	forces	that	threaten	them.	It	gives	communities	cohesion	and	
commitment	and	helps	mount	effective	resistance.	Community	gardens	have	been	vital	in	
resisting	the	gentrification	of	the	Lower	East	Side	by	creating	spaces	where	resistive	praxis	could	
be	exercised,	shared,	and	improved	upon.	The	decline	of	resistance	often	occurs	when	the	
tradition	of	resistive	praxis	is	divorced	from	the	physical	space	that	sustains	it	(Martinez	2010).	
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5.2 Organising	Community	Resistance	
	
To	understand	how	community	gardens	resisted	gentrification	in	Loisaida	we	look	closer	at	three	
factors.	First,	a	key	aspect	of	community	resistance	to	gentrification	comes	from	their	importance	
to	sustaining	community	life	as	areas	where	they	can	exercise	their	culture	and	values.	Secondly,	
the	urban	community	gardens	of	the	Lower	East	Side	in	the	1970s	and	1980s	were	places	of	
political	experimentation	that	sought	to	create	new	relations	in	response	to	the	commodification	
place	and	social	relations.	Thirdly,	the	conflicts	on	the	1990s	between	gardeners	and	the	Giuliani	
administration	the	gardens	served	as	rallying	symbols	of	the	cause	and	spaces	of	empowerment.		
	
5.2.1 Creating	and	Maintaining	Community	Consciousness	
	
The	act	of	creating	and	maintaining	a	public	space	brings	communities	together.	In	Loisaida,	
gardens	were	ways	of	reclaiming	vacant	space	often	associated	with	urban	decay	and	many	of	
them	were	havens	for	family	community	gatherings.	The	experience	of	building	the	gardens	
together	over	many	years	was	a	factor	in	knitting	the	communities	closer	together	(Schmelzkopf	
1995).	Many	inhabitants	of	the	Lower	East	Side	grew	up	with	them.	They	are	landscapes	of	their	
youth	and,	therefore,	important	to	their	sense	of	identity	and	belonging.	As	one	gardener	said	
when	interviewed	by	Miranda	Martinez:		
	
We’ve	been	here	more	than	twenty	years.	We	made	this	place	from	nothing!	My	neighbour’s	
daughter	got	married	in	this	garden,	and	she’s	been	playing	in	here	since	she	was	a	baby	(Martinez	
2010,	36)!	
	
In	uniting	communities,	the	gardens	play	three	important	roles:	they	are	recreational	spaces	for	
engaging	with	nature	(Bellows	et	al	2003),	they	are	extended	living	spaces	for	people	who	have	
limited	room	in	their	own	housing,	and	for	people	who	live	precariously	they	are	spaces	of	control	
and	empowerment	(Martinez	2010).		
	
Access	to	nature	is	a	rare	resource	in	any	urban	space.	Especially	marginal	places	such	as	the	
Lower	East	Side	can	be	hostile	places	non-conducive	to	productive	social	relation.	Engagement	
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with	nature	in	a	physical	space	is	important	to	social	well-being	(Bellows	et	al	2003).	For	this	
reason,	gardens	are	a	valuable	asset	to	their	communities.	This	sentiment	is	echoed	by	a	
community	gardener	speaking	on	why	they	engage	with	the	gardens:	
	
We	are	here	in	the	name	of…	the	over	sixty	children	from	[nearby	schools]	who	learn	about	nature	
by	planting	seeds	in	our	soil	and	watching	them	grow,	and	the	hundreds	of	our	neighbours	who	sit	
in	the	shade	during	the	summer.	(Martinez	2010,	86)	
	
The	Lower	East	Side	is	one	of	the	most	densely	populated	and	poorest	neighbourhoods	in	New	
York.	Particularly	single	parent	households	with	children	under	the	age	of	five	of	which	67	percent	
are	under	the	poverty	line	(Schmelzkopf	1995),	thus	living	space	is	a	premium.	For	this	reason,	
urban	community	gardens	serve	an	important	social	function	as	extended	living	space,	and	as	a	
site	for	the	reproduction	of	their	culture,	‘Casita	gardeners	use	gardens	to	re-enact	the	life	they	
knew	in	rural	Puerto	Rico’	(Martinez	2010,	47).	They	are	important	spaces	of	socialisation	and	
bonding	that	brings	different	families	out	of	their	private	homes	and	into	the	commons.	
	
The	urban	poor	live	a	notoriously	precarious	living.	New	York	city	government	authorities	raised	
pressure	on	those	already	marginalised	by	cutting	back	on	social	services	in	the	1970s.	Many	in	
Loisaida	were	among	those	living	precariously	forcing	them	to	resort	to	informal	sources	of	
security.	In	the	face	of	such	uncertainty	and	being	at	the	receiving	end	of	decisions	largely	out	of	
their	hands,	the	community	gardens	are	a	way	of	reasserting	control	and	dignity	(Martinez	2010).	
	
A	community	garden	is	one	of	the	few	urban	spatial	forms	available	that	provides	its	users	with	a	
true	sense	of	engagement	with	and	control	of	a	space	(Martinez	2010,	43).	They	are	also	an	
important	space	where	communities	can	practice	their	culture	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	These	factors	
help	explain	why	the	gardens	are	an	important	nexus	for	the	cohesion	of	their	communities.	They	
are	places	the	inhabitants	have	created	with	their	neighbours,	forming	kinship	networks.	They	are	
an	extended	living	spaces	that	bring	people	together.	They	are	anchors	in	an	otherwise	uncertain	
world.	It	would	be	hard	to	imagine	a	similar	community	consciousness	without	the	gardens	and	
this	is	why	people	were	willing	to	fight	to	preserve.		
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5.2.2 Sites	of	Social	Experimentation	
	
The	Lower	East	Side	has	seen	considerable	political	activity	since	its	inception	in	the	1800s.	The	
many	ethnic	groups	that	established	colonies	there	brought	with	them	diverse	traditions	of	
organisation	and	engagement.	The	lack	of	official	social	services	often	meant	that	the	inhabitants	
had	to	organise	themselves	to	provide	for	their	needs,	founding	schools,	hospitals,	publishing	
houses,	theatres,	unions	and	self-help	communities	(Martinez	2010;	C.	Smith	&	Kurtz	2003;	
Staeheli	et	al	2002).	Due	to	a	shortage	of	private	living	space,	many	would	come	out	into	the	
streets,	the	roofs,	and	the	gardens	to	engage	and	socialise,	fomenting	the	diverse	political	culture.	
The	result	was	a	‘caldron	of	much	socialist,	anarchist	and	other	radical	politics	in	New	York	City’	
(N.	Smith	and	J.	DeFilippis	1999,	640).		
	
This	combination	of	diverse	traditions	and	the	necessity	for	self-reliance	created	numerous	
alternative	social	and	economic	structures	that	existed	as	their	own	complex	social	ecosystem	
within	the	larger	capitalist	economy	(Graham,	1996).	If	one	takes	an	anti-essentialist	view	of	class	
struggle	and	strips	capitalism	from	dominating	both	the	economic	and	social	field	then	emergent	
is	a	myriad	of	complex	social,	economic,	and	class	processes.	Though	embedded	within	a	larger	
system	that	they	take	part	in	the	many	exchanges	of	these	diverse	entities	change	both	
themselves	and	the	dominant	system	(Gibson-Graham	1996).	
	
This	conflict	was	to	take	place	over	the	gardens	and	would	be	articulated	in	the	language	of	rights	
to	land.	The	city	claimed	property	rights	whilst	the	gardeners	claimed	a	moral	right	since	they	
have	preserved	and	made	productive	unused	land	and	made	it	valuable.	A	considerable	number	of	
the	gardens	were	technically	squatters	although	they	had	often	inhabited	the	spaces	for	decades	
(Schmelzkopf	1995).	
	
Gentrification	exemplified	this	struggle	between	moral	rights	of	communities	to	the	space	they	
inhabited	and	the	city	government	who	had	legal	rights	to	the	gardens.	The	struggle	reformed	
both	sets	of	ideas	in	the	resulting	compromise	in	the	gardens	being	preserved	by	the	land	trusts.	
In	essence,	the	communities	managed	to	assert	their	right	and	translate	street	protests	into	the	
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legal	action	taken	by	Spitzer.	However,	their	preservation	was	only	accomplished	through	their	
incorporation	into	the	capital	framework	of	private	property,	a	notion	that	had	originally	run	
against	the	grain	of	many	of	the	more	radical	squatter	gardens	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	The	
compromise	incorporated	once	radical	community	gardens	into	the	public	sphere	and	normalised	
them.	This	process	put	limits	both	on	what	the	city	government	could	do	in	the	name	of	capital	
reproduction	and	on	what	the	community	gardens	could	achieve	in	alternative	living.	The	
gentrification	process	and	the	struggle	to	resist	it	changed	the	nature	of	social	relations	within	the	
community	and	its	relations	to	society	at	large	(Graham	1996).	
	
To	conclude,	the	experience	of	organising	themselves	and	providing	their	own	social	services	was	
key	in	the	creation	of	the	myriad	of	alternative	relations	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	Seizing	property	
and	creating	gardens	from	them	gave	communities	a	sense	of	ownership	of	the	space.	The	conflict	
between	the	city	government	and	the	community	gardens	were	reflective	of	the	differing	
conceptualisations	of	rights.	The	process	was	transformative	for	both	parties	and	resulted	in	the	
normalisation	of	the	community	gardens.	
	
5.2.3 Rallying	Symbols	
	
Few	sights	more	evoke	the	struggle	over	rights	to	the	urban	space	than	a	community	of	people	
linking	arms	in	front	of	a	bulldozer	to	protect	their	garden.	Activists	were	preventing	the	
bulldozing	of	Esperanza	garden,	a	conflict	which	led	to	a	melee	between	activists	and	police,	
resulting	in	the	arrests	of	many	and	culminating	in	the	bulldozing	of	the	garden	(Martinez	2010).	
The	city	government	whom	supported	the	demolition	justified	it	by	saying	that	the	gardens	were	
low	intensity	use	of	highly	valuable	land	(Staeheli	et	al	2002)	
	
These	explicit	and	sometimes	violent	confrontations	did	a	number	of	things.	They	garnered	
considerable	media	attention,	they	united	opposing	factions	and	brought	over	those	who	were	
not	already	committed,	and	they	crystallised	the	political	experience	of	the	activists	already	
organising	opposition	(Martinez	2010).	In	image	3,	we	see	the	Lower	East	Side	rallying	together	as	
a	community	in	order	to	voice	their	opinion	against	the	transformations	of	the	area	in	1986.	This	
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united	community	passion	has	surely	drawn	influence	from	the	resistance	created	from	
community	gardens.	
	
Image	3:	Demonstration	in	the	Lower	East	Side	
 
Source:	Momber,	Marlis	1986	[photograph]	Available	at:	http://eastvillage.thelocal.nytimes.com/2011/01/21/viewfinder-marlis-
momber/.	[Accessed	20	December	2015].	
	
The	bulldozing	of	Esperanza	garden	angered	not	only	the	inhabitants	of	the	Lower	East	Side	but	
also	the	public,	and	even	the	courts.	The	event	led	to	considerable	public	criticism	of	the	Mayor	
Giuliani.	It	triggered	Eliot	Spitzer's	lawsuit	and	led	to	an	injunction	of	city	courts	against	further	
demolitions	of	urban	community	gardens	(C.	Smith	and	Kurtz	2003;	Martinez	2010).	Creative	
grassroots	campaigning	capitalised	on	the	event,	cultivating	public	sympathy	and	media	attention,	
a	crucial	ingredient	in	generating	the	politics	of	scale	necessary	to	resist	further	demolitions	and	
gentrification	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	
	
Although	the	Lower	East	Side	was	a	melting	pot	of	factions,	the	threat	city	authorities	presented	
to	their	common	interests	brought	many	together.	The	problem	was	an	internal	community	divide	
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between	the	need	for	local	affordable	housing	and	the	wish	to	preserve	the	gardens.	The	Lower	
East	Side’s	political	representatives	negotiated	a	settlement	that	became	a	one	of	the	final	forms	
of	resistance	against	gentrification.	This	resulted	in	a	policy	change	from	the	city,	one	that	affected	
policy	directed	towards	housing	provisions.	Pressure	from	the	city	authorities	trumped	factional	
divides,	bringing	together	diverging	interests	thus	enabling	them	to	challenge	gentrification	
(Martinez	2010).	
	
Relations	between	the	city	authorities	and	the	Lower	East	Side	were	tepid	even	at	the	best	of	
times.	A	policy	of	neglect	left	those	at	the	Lower	East	Side	embittered	and	reflectively	distrustful	
of	the	city	government.	The	policies	of	planned	shrinkage,	characterised	by	the	closing	of	
firehouses	and	schools	caused	Lower	East	Siders	to	feel	abandoned	and	betrayed.	(Martinez	
2010).	The	use	of	force	by	the	city	government	to	seize	the	deepened	this	bitterness	and	mistrust.	
	
Their	struggle	was	partially	successful	and	the	experience	was	empowering:		
	
In	a	number	of	ways,	gardeners	and	the	gardening	movement	were	transformed	by	the	experience	
of	the	confrontation	with	the	city’s	development	agenda	and	the	feeling	that	they	successfully	beat	
back	the	city’s	Goliath…	despite	the	coercive	threat	underlying	the	transformation	of	gardens,	it	
was	working	to	push	gardeners	to	be	more	creative	and	involved	in	their	communities,	and	to	
widen	their	local	impact	as	institutions	(Martinez	2010,	99).		
	
Organising	in	confrontation	with	powerful	authorities	is	a	transformative	experience.	The	process	
created	a	political	network	and	experienced	individuals	who	were	crucial	resisting	gentrification	in	
the	Lower	East	Side	(C.	Smith	and	Kurtz	2003).	
	
In	review,	the	community	gardens	played	three	key	roles	in	facilitating	community	resistance	to	
gentrification.	First,	their	creation	and	maintenance	builds	a	collective	consciousness	and	
strengthens	the	social	fabric	of	the	communities	involved.	The	gardens	are	spaces	to	gather	
recreationally	and	focal	points	of	community	activity	in	times	of	need	(Schmelzkopf	1995;	Staeheli	
et	al	2002).		
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Secondly,	because	these	gardens	were	often	founded	outside	the	law,	many	of	their	founders	had	
radically	different	ideas	about	how	to	organise	them	socially	and	economically.	Urban	community	
gardens	became	places	of	political	experimentation.	Over	time,	this	created	a	complex	ecology	of	
alternative	relations	and	structures.	This	ecology	was	crucial	in	challenging	real	estate	developers	
interested	in	the	gardeners.	The	conflict	changed	the	conception	of	property	rights,	transforming	
the	relationship	between	the	gardeners	and	the	city	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).		
	
Thirdly,	the	community	gardens	were	rallying	symbols	and	the	most	visibly	contested	sites	in	the	
gentrification	process.	Explicit	and	violent	confrontations	helped	mobilise	other	community	
gardeners.	Thus,	the	urban	community	gardens	in	the	Lower	East	Side	became	both	symbols	of	
the	conflict	and	the	physical	space	where	activists	could	organise	and	stage	events	(Martinez	
2010).		
	
To	conclude,	if	the	urban	community	gardens	contributed	to	economic	and	cultural	gentrification	
of	the	Lower	East	Side,	they	certainly	were	also	spaces	of	resistance	for	the	local	communities.	
These	struggles	concluded	in	partial	victories	that	normalised	the	gardens,	transforming	the	
gentrification	process	(Staeheli	et	al	2002).	
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5.3 Summary	of	Spaces	of	Resistance	
	
We	can	see	that	community	gardens	are	important	not	only	in	resisting	but	also	an	integral	part	of	
daily	life	in	their	communities.	It	is	hard	today	to	imagine	the	Lower	East	Side	without	the	
remaining	gardens	or	the	character	of	the	neighbourhood	being	the	same	without	the	shared	
experience	of	political	struggle.		
	
Although	the	gardens	and	their	attendants	are	individually	unique,	common	to	them	all	is	that	the	
gardens	are	centres	over	which	they	congregate	and	organise.	From	our	readings,	it	emerges	
clearly	that	the	urban	community	gardens	in	the	Lower	East	Side	have	functioned	as	important	
spaces	of	resistance	to	gentrification	and	the	neoliberal	capitalist	process	that	it	represents.	They	
have	been	hotbeds	of	social	experimentation	with	alternative	economic	and	social	structures.	
Many	of	these	struggles	have	been	successful,	winning	the	gardeners	and	inhabitants	concessions	
and	moral	victories.	However,	each	struggle	brings	with	it	a	morphism	of	the	garden	and	its	
attached	community,	altering	it	intractably.		
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Part	III	
	
6 Conclusion	
	
We	set	out	to	investigate	the	relationship	between	urban	community	gardening	and	
gentrification.	How	can	they	contribute	to	the	gentrification	process	and	how	do	they	create	
spaces	of	resistance	against	gentrification?	Our	research	and	the	evidence	we	have	presented	in	
this	project	shows	that	community	gardens	accomplish	both	at	the	same	time.	In	addition,	the	
conflict	between	community	activists	and	gardeners	with	the	city	government	and	real	estate	
agent	irrevocably	changed	the	structure	in	which	both	agents	operate,	namely	the	rights	of	capital	
and	community	was	altered	in	the	process.	
	
Community	gardens	can	be	both	proximate	and	latent	causes	of	gentrification.	Proximately	they	
are	sites	with	the	highest	gap	between	potential	and	capitalised	ground	rent,	and	therefore,	prime	
locations	for	reinvestment.	Latently	they	can	contribute	to	the	widening	of	the	rent	gap	of	
surrounding	properties	by	increasing	the	demand	for	property	associated	with	the	gardens.	The	
community	gardens	were	also	catalysts	of	cultural	gentrification.	They	attracted	people	who	
changed	the	character	of	the	gardens	and	their	neighbourhoods,	creating	conditions	to	
subsequent	waves	of	gentrification.	
	
The	city	government	of	New	York	actively	facilitated	this	process	of	gentrification,	particularly	
after	1994	under	Mayor	Giuliani.	The	gardens	were	ideal	for	gentrification,	as	many	of	them	
enjoyed	a	central	location	and	access	to	light.	The	absence	of	construction	upon	the	lots	made	it	
easier	to	construct	new,	up	to	date	housing	that	could	command	higher	rent.	The	majority	of	
gardens	were	on	public	lands,	and	the	decision	that	the	use	value	of	these	gardens	for	their	
communities	was	inferior	to	their	exchange	value	in	the	market	defined	the	conflict.	Government	
support	of	gentrification,	the	use	of	police	to	clear	gardens	and	protestors,	the	mass	auctioning	of	
gardens	and	subsidy	programs	for	real	estate	development	were	all	crucial	factors	in	the	spread	of	
gentrification.		
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However,	it	was	not	a	one	sided	process	and	the	conflict	over	the	rights	to	the	garden	was	a	bitter	
and	protracted	struggle	that	ended	in	a	compromise	rather	than	outright	victory	for	either	party.		
	
We	discuss	in	chapter	5	how	the	community	gardens	created	spaces	of	empowerment	and	
political	resistance	to	gentrification.	Historically	Lower	East	Side	has	had	a	long	tradition	of	self-
help	and	political	organisation	of	which	community	gardening	was	yet	another	expression.	The	
gardens	were	important	function	of	daily	social	life	in	the	Lower	East	Side.	They	were	extended	
living	spaces	and	places	where	marginalised	groups	could	exercise	control.	The	gardens	were	focal	
points	of	community	life,	areas	where	people	could	gather	recreationally	or	politically.	Their	roots	
in	anarchist	squatter	movements	often	gave	the	gardens	a	political	edge,	and	they	were	sites	
where	many	experimented	with	alternative	social	and	economic	relations.	During	the	
gentrification	of	the	Lower	East	Side,	the	gardens	were	the	most	visible	symbols	of	the	struggle,	
and	therefore	became	rallying	points	around	which	communities	united,	creating	spaces	of	
resistance.	The	gardens	were	a	critical	element	in	generating	the	politics	of	scale	necessary	to	
arouse	public	attention	and	sympathy,	eventually	leading	to	lawsuits	against	the	Giuliani	
administration	for	auctioning	gardens	and	court	injunction	against	further	sales.	From	this	we	can	
conclude	that	the	community	gardens	created	important	spaces	of	political	resistance	that	
managed	to	challenge	and	sometimes	divert	gentrification.	
	
The	relation	between	community	gardens	and	gentrification	in	Lower	East	Side,	New	York	
between	1970-2000	not	dichotomous,	and	the	conflict	changed	both	capital	and	communities.	We	
can	investigate	this	by	how	the	conception	of	right	to	the	city	space	was	altered.	The	communities	
based	their	right	to	the	city	space	on	a	moral	argument	of	having	appropriated	the	gardens	by	
hard	work.	The	city	government	held	the	legal	rights	to	the	properties	and	could	technically	evict	
the	gardeners	in	favour	of	development.	The	sale	of	public	land	to	real	estate	agents	was	a	
transaction	of	private	property	well	recognised	in	the	law	of	the	United	States.	That	the	
communities	were	able	to	win	recognition	and	preservation	of	many	of	their	gardens,	shows	that	
they	were	able	to	challenge	and	change	the	structure	of	what	rights	to	the	city	meant.	The	right	of	
capital	was	blunted	somewhat,	but	not	averted.	The	communities	also	were	forced	to	cede	
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gardens	for	the	construction	of	housing.	To	save	the	gardens	from	destruction	hundreds	of	them	
were	bought	by	the	Trust	for	Public	Land,	who	then	held	them	legally	in	stewardship	as	private	
property.	Most	of	the	gardens	had	started	as	squatter	movements,	sometimes	with	an	anarchist	
streak	involved,	and	had	been	built	in	opposition	to	conventions	of	private	property.	The	
preservation	of	these	gardens	occurred	by	their	incorporation	into	private	property,	a	legal	entity	
familiar	to	the	hegemonic	system	many	activist	gardeners	had	initially	set	out	to	protest	against,	
highlights	how	the	nature	of	the	gardens	had	been	changed	by	the	conflict.	Though	this	preserved	
the	gardens	it	irrevocably	altered	their	character.	Conditions	of	the	stewardship	by	the	Trust	for	
Public	Land	included	normalisation,	a	degree	of	oversight,	certain	criteria	of	operation	and	a	right	
to	retract	the	gardens	if	they	did	not	meet	the	set	standards.	This	imposed	limits	on	what	could	be	
done	with	the	gardens,	and	changed	where	the	locus	of	power	rested.		
	
In	review,	we	have	seen	how	community	gardens	can	both	contribute	to	and	resist	gentrification,	
and	how	this	struggle	itself	alters	the	structures	and	agents	involved.	This	says	something	about	
transformative	processes	within	capitalism	and	other	hegemonic	ideologies.	In	the	shadow	of	
capital,	there	exists	a	myriad	of	alternative	forms	that	are	often	at	odds	with,	but	intimately	
related,	to	the	capitalism.	Capitalism	itself	creates	the	conditions	in	which	these	structures	can	
grow,	but	its	processes	also	brings	them	into	conflict.	In	these	conflicts	they	are	not	inevitably	
subsumed	and	commodified	by	capitalism,	leading	to	capitalism’s	endless	reproduction.	Rather,	
each	interaction	engenders	degrees	of	change	that	over	time	will	alter	capitalism.	This	process	of	
constant	transformation	permeates	all	social	constructs	and	is	a	factor	in	the	continuous	social	
evolution	we	see	around	us.	We	may	take	heart	in	this	lesson	and	remember	that	although	the	
world	we	wish	to	change	may	seem	intractable,	no	social	activism	is	done	in	vain.			
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